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THE BELLA VISTA WIVES WERE EAGER TO HELP 
HANDSOME BOB JENNINGS WITH HIS FUND-RAISING CAMPAIGN* 
WHILE THEY MAPPED OUT INTIMATE PLANS OF THEIR OWN«■ * 
























LILA’S WAY 


She had a refreshingly direct approach; but 
she was also versed in subtleties. With dainty 
deliberation, she removed her clothes and hung 
them in the closet. She approached me slowly— 
came close enough for the tips of her breasts to 
brush my chest. Without embracing me, she put 
her lips lightly on mine. 

This delicate kiss was an introduction. 
Gradually her body came closer. I felt like a 
rampaging young bull after a year of solitary 
confinement. She arched to meet me with a leap¬ 
ing joy. We clung to each other with shudders of 
pleasure as electric currents passed between our 
bodies. 

I was beginning to realize that Bella Vista had 
changed since my boyhood—and for the better! 
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“YOU owe me two million, Jennings!” 

J. Howard Gordon, his cold eyes bulging with dollar 
signs, leered at me across the desk. 

I stifled an impulse to ask, “Do you want it in cash—or 
will you take a check?” Fingering the wallet in my pock¬ 
et, I calculated that right now, with luck, my cash as¬ 
sets totaled about thirty-two bills. 

“Jennings, I’ve sworn to raise two million dollars for 
our community hospital. And, Jennings, above all things 
I hate a welsher. So I have no intention of going back on 
my word. You get my message, Jennings?” 

I nodded dumbly, beginning to hate the sound of my 
own name. 

“I’ve been told your speciality is raising money,” Gor¬ 
don continued. “I know this town, Jennings. It’s a friend¬ 
ly place, and I love everything about it. Dr. Williams 
here can attest to that.” 

He jerked his head in the direction of Dr. Sewell R. 
Williams, the hospital director, a thin, graying man who 
smiled timidly at me. He looked as though he wanted 
to say something, but Gordon gave him no opening. 

“Frankly I’m not sold on the idea of hiring a profes¬ 
sional fund-raiser. Tm not too happy that the members 
of the board insisted on importing an outsider.” 

Me—an outsider? Why, I had been bom and raised in 
Bella Vista! That’s why my boss had given me the assign¬ 
ment. Even if I had been away since my twenty-first 
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birthday, I still was local talent—which was a hell of a 
lot more than could be said for any Johnny-come-lately 
like Gordon. I had information in my briefcase to the 
effect that he had lived in this town hardly six years. 

Standing up, Gordon began to pace the floor, as if the 
office belonged to him instead of Dr. Williams, at the 
same time smacking his huge fist into his cupped palm. 

“Jennings, this is a man’s job. We don't want any panty- 
waists in our comer. You've got to get in there and fight 
every minute. And we’re going to make that dough. Un¬ 
derstand?” 

I looked at him, deadpan. The nerve of this two-bit 
jerk, trying to tell me how to do my job. I had been in 
this game for years, was an established pro. I had served 
as combination wet-nurse and financial wizard for a hun¬ 
dred squares just like Gordon and his committee, in a 
hundred well-to-do suburban towns like this one. And 
in many of said towns, I reminded myself irrelevantly, I 
had been a more than adequate playmate for the wom¬ 
en of the committee members. 

On my way to the door, Gordon said, “By the way, Jen¬ 
nings, we're expecting you over to the house this eve¬ 
ning. The campaign committee’s getting together for a 
few drinks.” 

Unimpressed, I nodded and said I’d try to make it. 

Dr. Williams guided me out of his office and through 
tiie hospital corridors to the exit. “Gordon's really all 
right,” the good, gray doctor assured me, “when he isn't 
trying to play Napoleon.” 

His tone made me wonder whether Williams was try¬ 
ing to convince me or trying to convince himself. 

“Did you have a nice flight,” he asked. 

“Not bad,” I said. ‘Hiding in from the airport, I noticed 
that Bella Vista has changed quite a bit.” 

“Oh, yes. It's sprawling all over the place. Those hous¬ 
ing tracts you passed used to be farms.” 
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T remember,” I said. "Say, I'd like to ask you some¬ 
thing, doctor. Would you happen to know the Caulfield 
family? I used to know Janice Caulfield pretty well.” 

‘Janice?” His gray eyebrows rose in surprise, which 
quickly seemed to turn to a kind of repressed amuse¬ 
ment “I know her,” he said. "You'll probably see her 
tonight at Gordon's place.” 

“I will? No kidding!” I shook hands with him, and 
stepped into my Thunderbird. "Well—so long, and 
thanks.” 


As I drove through the streets, which still looked fa¬ 
miliar enough despite the lapse of years, my irritation 
eased up a little. After all, that scene with Gordon had 
been par for the course. It was the kind of thing you 
run into on every fund-raising job. You have to be a com¬ 
bination psychoanalyst, diplomat and magician in this 
line of work. First, you have to feel your way among all 
the people involved—the professional staff running the 
institution requiring the money, the civic representatives 
on its board, and the campaign leaders chosen for their 
ability to give or get money. Then you have to size up 
the community and its people in order to gauge the best 
appeals to jar them loose from their dough. Finally, 
you have to be the pilot who plots and steers the course 
that brings the givers and the getters together. 

Throughout, you have to conceal your own feelings, 
your personal likes and dislikes, such as the antipathy 
to J. Howard Gordon welling up in me the moment I 
had met him. 

But in a way, the “social” aspects of my work are the 
hardest to take. Such gatherings as the one Gordon had 
called for that night, for instance. Everybody else is on 
home ground and completely relaxed among people he 
knows. You, on the other hand, are like a strange kid 
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the first day at a new school. The regulars are watching 
you with hawk eyes to decide whether or not to accept 
you. One false step and you get a can tied to your tail 
like a stray cat. 

So you try to nurse along your drinks without appear¬ 
ing unsocial, keep turning a bland smile on everyone, 
make inane remarks to show you’re a nice guy, and at 
the same time avoid doing or saying anything that can 
be used against you. Naturally, if it’s a church campaign, 
tea is substituted for drinks but the situation is the same, 
only more solemn. 

I was not facing Gordon’s party, however, with my 
usual reluctance. Matter of fact, I was looking forward to 
it with pleasure. Janice would be there. Janice Caulfield. 
The girl I had once loved and still—on occasion—the girl 
of my dreams. She was the reason I had left Bella Vista 
in the first place. And she was the reason for my delight 
when John F. Simpson, my boss, knowing I was from the 
town, had turned over to me its Community Hos¬ 
pital Fund Drive. 


Dressed in my most sincere Ivy League garments, some 
hours later I approached the comfortable split-level home 
of Howard Gordon. In response to my ring the door 
opened at once and I was suddenly—and delightfully- 
confronted by something red-haired and delectable in a 
gold-hued evening gown. 

I could not force my eyes to leave the two luscious, 
half-bared breasts that thrust themselves at me, spilling 
out of the startlingly low-cut dress. 

Those twin white globes seemed to extend a welcome 
of their own, an invitation to boundless warmth and hos¬ 
pitality within. 

"Hi, Bob. Welcome home.” 

Startled, I wrenched my gaze to the woman’s face. 
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“Janice! Janice Caulfield. It really is you, isn’t it?" 

She laughed and the sound was like the rill of a shal¬ 
low brook, like the June breeze through leafy trees. 
That’s what I had once written in my diary, anyway. 
And I remembered the late spring night on the beach 
outside town when I had made prolonged and delight¬ 
ful love to her ... 

Although I had been dying to look up Janice ever since 
my arrival in Bella Vista, I was unprepared for this shock. 
Good God, I thought, she could not possibly be—then her 
voice confirmed my chill, dark doubts. 

“Janice Gordon, these days,” she corrected, her green 
eyes on my distraught face. “Surprised, Bob?” 

Surprised? I was astounded. Trying to pull myself to¬ 
gether, I studied her—all of her—a lot closer than the new 
fund-raising consultant is supposed to case the wife of 
the campaign chairman. Time had made few changes in 
Janice, I decided. And they were all for the better. 

Her hair was still the exciting red-gold that seemed to 
have permanently captured the rays of the sun. Her kiss- 
able lips, parted in that familiar half-smile, half-laugh, 
gave her face its air of constant gaiety. But she was 
more poised than I remembered her; more confident. 
I recognized it as the confidence that only money can 
buy. 

Gordon’s voice spoke from behind her. “Janice, have 
you introduced yourself? That’s Robert Jennings, our 
hired campaign expert. 

J. Howard Gordon’s pawlike hands possessively 
stroked Janice’s bare arms. I could not repress a shudder. 

“Oh, Bob and I are old friends. Aren’t we. Bob?” 

“That’s right, Mr. Gordon. We went to school together. 
You see, I was born and raised in Bella Vista.” 

Gordon’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That so?” he 
exploded. “Well, Jennings, you might have told me.” 

I felt angry blood burn my face as I walked past him 
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to follow Janice into the crowded living room. He acted 
as if I had been trying to put something over on him. 

Soon enough I discovered that I knew only one other 
person in that throng of businessmen and shrill-voiced 
matrons. Catching sight of me, he approached with a 
drink in his hand—a lean man with bristly blond hair. 
He greeted me strangely. “Ave, Robertas.” 

“Aver I cried. 

“Mica, mica, parva stellar 

“John Pritchetl” I exclaimed, shaking his outstretched 
hand. And I was flooded with memories of a high school 
Latin class when, after a spirited spit-ball duel, John and 
I had been made to memorize in Latin that childhood 
rhyme: “Twinkle, twinkle, little star.” 

Although I managed to make small-talk with John, for 
a while it was the sight of Janice—going from one group 
to another, supervising the white-jacketed waiter serving 
drinks, whispering instructions to the maid passing cann- 
pes—that held my whole attention. 

Every glimpse I caught of her slender legs above the 
spike-heeled slippers evoked the memory of her sculp¬ 
tured thighs. Her beautiful breasts under the soft lights 
poignantly recalled the times I had moulded them with 
my fingers, my lips. And the sinuous grace of her body 
in its shimmering gold gown made my loins tingle. 

All of which brought back with nostalgic clarity that 
June night, years before, at the beach. 

We had been lying on a gently sloping knoll, looking 
up at the pale moon. She had sighed, but her sigh had 
quickly changed to a gasp as my hungry hands had 
strayed over her naked thighs, like living silver silk in 
the soft moonlight. 

“Janice,” I had asked, “when I finish college—will you 
marry me?” 

“Bob, you’re a dear, but Tm afraid not.” Her green 
eyes had looked into my face. “Little Janice wants a 
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palace, not a vine-covered cottage. After you’ve made 
your first million, ask me again* 

Despite my bitterness, I had succumbed to her avid, 
searching lips and had taken her again—violently, sav¬ 
agely, stabbing out my frustration into her vulnerable 
body. 

Then, before her darkened house, I had reached over 
and swung open the door on her side without offering to 
escort her up the walk. Yet she had kissed me gently 
before leaving the car. 

“Darling,* she had promised, “well always be able to 
make love. And that means always—no matter whom I 
marry. So don’t fret.* 

But living in the same town with her under those 
conditions—loving her, yet unable to marry—had proved 
too much for me. A year after my graduation I had de¬ 
parted for the east, determined to shake the hayseeds, 
and Janice, out of my hair. 

And now suddenly that same honey-husky voice was 
summoning me back to the unfamiliar drawing room, to 
the present of twelve years later. 

“A penny for your thoughts, Bob* 

As she looked at me, I felt guilt, as if the long-past, in¬ 
timate scene on the beach had been played out on a 
TV screen for all in the room to see. She seemed happily 
enough married, even though in my book her husband 
was the all-time, all-American slob. And no matter what 
my feelings were, I was in no position to antagonize 
him. 

“Just old-home week thoughts, Janice* I said, but her 
remembered words still echoed in my thoughts: Well 
always be able to make love ... 

I would have given a lot at that moment to know if 
she recalled those words. 

I had a few more drinks and soon afterward the guests 
started leaving. John Pritchet, my old classmate, was 
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among the first to go. Janice and Gordon stood by the 
door. I made my adieu to them. 

“Take a few days to get your feet on the ground, Jen¬ 
nings. Then we’ve got to start moving,” Gordon ordered. 
“Doc Williams can fill you in on the hospital picture, 
while Janice and I can tell you everything you want to 
know about the people in this burg.” 

Gordon tightened his arm around her waist. “I sup¬ 
pose you know that my wife heads our women’s auxili¬ 
ary. You’ll be seeing a lot of her.” 

He turned to Dr. Williams, at the same time jabbing 
my ribs with an iron thumb. 

“Watch this young buck around the nurses, Doc. Can’t 
have any of those cute little probationers exploding out 
of their uniforms during the campaign ” 

He roared at his own wit, then returned to me. 

“Jennings, you drop around here any time and make 
yourself at home. We’re a friendly community here, and 
proud of it. You’ll find that out, Jennings. Right, baby?” 

“Yes,” Janice said. “The door is always open to you. 
Bob.” 

Was there an invitation in Janice’s voice? I could not 
be sure. But I was certain as I walked to my car that 
Gordon's eyes had shown irritation at her use of my first 
name. 


2 

THE new Bella Vista was a friendly town, as Gordon 
had said. 

Dr. Williams, with kindly consideration, had rented 
a small apartment for me in advance of my arrival. 
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“After all, we want you to feel comfortable here. It 
just didn't seem right to put a home-town boy in a 
hotel." 

He had even arranged to have a hired car waiting 
for me at the airport. That was the Thunderbird in which 
I was riding around. I used it, on the morning after Gor¬ 
don's party, to report for work in his office at the hos¬ 
pital. 

“Good morning,” Dr. Williams greeted me. “Meet Miss 
Fitzgerald, our supervisor of nursing. Fitz, this is Robert 
Jennings.” 

By tradition, most nurse supervisors resemble hatchet¬ 
faced wardens in a women's prison. They generally wear 
an air of perpetual suspicion that reflects the strain of 
trying to keep a gang of girls on a demanding job, at¬ 
tempting to educate them in the science-art of nursing 
and at the same time, hoping to preserve in them a 
reasonable state of virtue. Or failing that, to inculcate in 
them a certain awareness of the necessity for discretion. 

But Miss Fitzgerald's appearance broke all the rules. 
She looked like a sexy movie actress playing the role of 
Florence Nightingale. Her sleek uniform of white nylon 
bulged in all the right places and her jaunty white cap 
perched like a cheerful halo on her chestnut-brown hair. 
Her smile was as warm and friendly as her firm hand¬ 
shake. 

“Jennings, as you know, a large portion of our cam¬ 
paign money is earmarked for the expansion of the 
nursing school,” Dr. Williams said. “I thought it would 
be a good idea for Miss Fitz to show you around and tell 
you about our nursing program. I've got some things to 
get ready for the staff meeting this afternoon. So I’ll see 
you for lunch. Until then, you'll be in good hands.” 

I mentally endorsed his last statement, thinking it 
would be an even better idea to get my own good hands 
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on Miss Fitzgerald. The thought kept bobbing up as I 
followed her down the corridor. 

From experience in similar hospital drives, I soon saw 
that the nursing-school program was a sound one. But 
I must confess I spent more time studying my guide than 
concentrating on nurse education. 

Among the people around the hospital that she intro¬ 
duced me to were a couple of interns, the dietician, and 
a certain Polly Perkins, surgical nurse. Polly was a full¬ 
blown, voluptuous beauty, with strikingly clear skin and 
rosy complexion. She examined me with as much interest 
as I was devoting to her. 

Miss Fitz was explaining to Polly about my job. Polly 
nodded vivaciously, flashed me a warm smile. 

I looked pointedly from her to Fitz and back again. 
“Are you kids really nurses? Or were you sent by the 
nearest model agency to just pose as same?” 

That went over. Both women blushed prettily. “Why, 
you say the nicest things, Mr. Jennings,” remarked Fitz, 
her blue eyes sparkling. Tm going to write down your 
remark in my very own, personal diary. Aren’t you, 
Polly?” 

“Oh, my goodness, yesl Ill treasure it forever.” Polly's 
eyes, blue also, regarded me with wide innocence. 

We all burst into guffaws. A resident physician came 
walking down the corridor in his white jacket, stared at 
us disapprovingly. Hastily we straightened our faces. 
“Well, Mr. Jennings,” said Fitz demurely, “would you 
like to see more of our nurses? Uh—our nursing educa¬ 
tion program, I mean?” 

Again we laughed. We took leave of Polly, and fol¬ 
lowed the resident’s back as he trudged down the cor¬ 
ridor. 

I was sorry when our tour ended, back where it had 
begun at the door of Dr. Williams' office. 

“Mr. Jennings, I’m very pleased that you’re so interest- 
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ed in our nurse-education work,” Miss Fitz declared. I 
could not tell whether she was being sarcastic or not. 
“We believe that our student nurses play a big role in 
the hospitals public relations program. I want them to 
make a good impression—to be good-will ambassadors 
between us and all our patients.” 

I longed to make a suggestion scarcely suited to the 
seriousness of her tone. 

“I do hope” she continued, “that you’ll find time to 
talk to them about staff public relations and tell them 
how they can help in our expansion program.” 

“I’d be happy to, Miss Fitz. But I’d like to know what’s 
already being done. Maybe we could discuss it further 
at your convenience.” 

“You’re the one who’s going to be busy, Mr. Jennings. 
So let’s make it at your convenience.” 

“True, my days will be pretty crowded. Maybe we 
could do it in the evening. How about dinner tonight? 
Would that suit you?” 

Before answering, she shot me an appraising glance 
that revealed a lot of rugged herd-riding experience. 
However, I have a deceptively honest face masking my 
overactive imagination; that’s what must have fooled 
her. 

“Why, dinner would be fine, Mr. Jennings. Could you 
call for me at the nurses’ residence around seven?” 

Anticipation carried me through the day, in spite of the 
fact that J. Howard Gordon joined Williams and me for 
lunch, and even though the medical staff meeting that aft¬ 
ernoon proved extremely dull. Every doctor strove to 
show his genius at fund-raising matched his medical tal¬ 
ents by offering impractical suggestions on how to raise 
money. They were, it seemed, well-versed in the art of 
extracting money from people. It was notable, however, 
that they did not go so far as to promise to donate 
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from their own resources—although no one on the visit¬ 
ing staff had an income below thirty grand a year. 

I pulled up at the appointed hour before the nurses' 
residence in my rented Thunderbird. Like a child on 
Christmas Eve, I could see lovely visions dance through 
my head. I imagined a t£te-&-t6te by candlelight in some 
quiet but elegant restaurant, a drive along the lake road, 
and then the grand finale in my apartment. 

Miss Fitz looked even lovelier in mufti than in uniform. 
High-heeled shoes emphasized her long, shapely legs. 
The soft waves of her hair, freed from the confining 
nurse’s cap, made her eyes seem bluer and her red lips 
more perfectly curved. The inviting flare of her hips and 
the fullness of her breasts were accentuated by her tight 
dress. And her simple square neckline was just low 
enough to give me a teasing glimpse of two wonderfully 
rounded hemispheres as I looked down at her from my 
six feet, two inches. 

Her appearance caused me to make some hasty modi¬ 
fications in my schemes. Maybe we could drastically 
shorten the drive around the lake, the more quickly to 
get to the apartment. 

I opened the car door and went around to help her 
in. However, she looked up at me with wide blue eyes 
and said, w Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Jennings. I thought you 
knew. I’m required to dine with the students. I’ve made 
arrangements for a separate table so that well be able 
to talk.” 

Surely I detected in her voice an undercurrent of mirth¬ 
ful malice. 


As we stepped into the dining room, forty chattering 
female voices stopped in midsentence, forty pairs of ap¬ 
praising eyes stripped and evaluated me from every point 
of view, forty sets of ears tuned themselves to eavesdrop. 
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And an undertone of giggles greeted my obvious self- 
consciousness. 

Among the nurses present was Polly Higgins, cute as a 
button in her white uniform. She waved to us from a 
table near the door. 

I felt like a two-headed infant on display. Regularly, 
I fingered my tie to be sure it was straight and tugged 
at my trousers to keep the cuffs over my socks. Occasion¬ 
ally I overheard whispered comments about my appear¬ 
ance, or half-covert conjectures concerning my business 
with Miss Fitz. Some of the girls must have sipped 
countless extra cups of coffee before Miss Fitz rose from 
the table. Feeling like a reprieved prisoner, I eagerly 
followed. 

Miss Fitz granted me one mercy after dinner. Instead 
of keeping me on full public display in the residence liv¬ 
ing room, she invited me into her office just off the parlor. 
But she left the door open and the student nurses, of 
course, found excuses to pass by and sneak additional 
looks at this strange male creature closeted with their 
warden. 

The living room was deserted when my hostess finally 
showed me to the door. She gave me another of those 
businesslike handshakes that seemed so out of place 
to a sex-starved man when delivered by an appetizing 
female. Her eyes sparkling with amusement, she said, 
"This was a dirty trick to play on you, wasn't it? But you 
had such a calculating look when you asked me to dinner 
that I just couldn’t resist turning the tables." 

I was forced to echo her laughter, even if my heart was 
not in it. Her confession, however, established a solid 
basis for a new relationship. 

From that point on, we dropped pretense. During busi¬ 
ness hours, we adhered strictly to formalities. But the 
evenings, thank God, were different. 

We did have dinner by candlelight. We did take moon- 
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light rides around the lake. Every one of my plans ma¬ 
terialized—except the principal one. We never did end 
up in my apartment. In fact, I never got beyond some 
tantalizing necking and at that innocent point, everything 
stopped. Fitz rebuffed further advances with a good- 
humored firmness that left me frustrated, aroused, and 
thoroughly impressed by her technique. But if Fitz of¬ 
fered promise without fulfillment, she was no less guilty 
in that respect than Janice—as my old sweetheart was 
quick to demonstrate. 


The third day after my return to Bella Vista, Janice 
telephoned my office in the hospital. 

“Bob/’ she said with her familiar thrilling breathless¬ 
ness, “how would you like to take me to lunch? I want to 
talk to you about the women's part of the campaign. 
And about some other things." 

Janice played it cool. She took me to the country club 
and, in order to make it clear that this was strictly busi¬ 
ness, she took pains to introduce me to the other young 
matrons lunching there. We spent a pleasant hour laugh¬ 
ing together over old times, even chatting a little about 
the fund-raising drive. And neither the most jealous hus¬ 
band nor the cattiest gossip-monger could have found 
the slightest excuse for raising an eyebrow. 

The drive back to her house, however, was another 
story. She did keep her distance, sitting half-turned to¬ 
ward me. She did not bother to pull down her dress 
which exposed her knees. As we drove, she put her 
hand affectionately on my thigh. 

“Well, Bob, that takes care of the public appearance. 
How would you like to have a real reunion tonight at 
my house? Howard's going to a stag dinner at the Grid¬ 
iron Club and he'll be out till all hours. Come early, so 
we'll have lots of time." As an afterthought, she added. 
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“Oh, yes; lets play it safe for the neighbors. Park your 
car a few blocks away and walk to the house. 

As we drew up at her home, she brought back with 
knifelike clarity the Janice of other days, only now she 
had the rich setting she needed-one that served properly 
to enhance her extravagant beauty. 


I returned eagerly that evening. She had hardly shut 
the door after me before her arms went around me in a 
tight embrace and every delicious inch of her body 
molded itself to me with eager passion. Through the thin 
cloth of her hostess gown I could feel the pulsating, ra¬ 
diant heat of her transmitting itself to me, exciting me 
unbearably. Then she broke our embrace and I had a 
chance to look at her. 

The garment she wore was of jade green. Its plunging 
neckline barely restrained her gorgeous breasts and the 
opening stopped just short of her navel. Apparently she 
had chosen the gown for this special occasion—and had 
chosen it well. 

For this was a set-up straight from a dream seduction. 
The long, comfortable couch before the fireplace held 
forth its silent invitation. The bright-burning logs gave 
the room its only illumination. On a table before the 
sofa, a frosting silver ice bucket chilled a bottle of vin¬ 
tage champagne. Soft music swirled from the concealed 
hi-fi. 

“All this—for a homecoming?” I asked. 

“Why not? Remember, Bob, I said always—always—” 

My heart pounded. So she had not forgotten. 

We sat on the couch, so closely pressed together that a 
knife blade could not have been inserted between us. 
Her second kiss, so swift of delivery, so deliciously slow 
in execution, was a tantalizing caress of lips upon lips, of 
tongue intertwined with tongue, held until our pulse 
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throbbed like jungle drums. At last she guided my hand 
inside the opening of her robe so that it closed on the 
ripe roundness of her breast, its cherry tip already hard 
with excitement. She lifted one leg to drape it over my 
knee, letting her skirt fall open its entire length from her 
creamy thighs down to her slippered feet. 

All the accumulated longing for her that had been 
building up through the years seized me. Feverishly I 
pressed her back on the couch. 

“No,” she said, sitting up. Reluctantly I released her. 
“Lets drink a toast to us—first.” 

Her stress on the last word made it clear that this was 
no rebuff, simply a postponement that would add zest 
to the realization of our lovemaking. She thumbed open 
the napkin-guarded champagne bottle, letting the cork 
escape with a loud pop, and filled our goblets. 

“To us, Bob—and to our ‘always/ ” she said. 

Leaning over to touch glasses, she stood before me, her 
robe hanging open. Fire played through the subdued 
green of her gown, framing her nudity. Its flickering glow 
highlighted the golden red of her hair, her creamy pink 
body, and the taut undercurves of her breasts. The flow¬ 
ing parentheses of her hips made a tiny wine cup of her 
navel. No, time had not dimmed Janice’s charms; it had 
only taught her to use them to greater advantage. 

Both her pose in the firelight and the trend of her con¬ 
versation fanned my urgent desire. As we sipped our 
wine, we reminisced about the times we had made love 
in my father s car, and at the lakeside motel where we 
had spent a weekend during my freshman year at col¬ 
lege. 

That bottle of champagne seemed bottomless; for Jan¬ 
ice remained tantalizingly out of reach until the last 
drop was drained. At the same time she continued her 
provocative gestures and to evoke memories that only 
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added fuel to my roaring flames of lust A teasing smile 
flitting across her lips, she deliberately toyed with the 
final quarter-inch of wine. At last she finished it, set her 
glass on the table, and shrugged her gown from her shoul¬ 
ders. I had her in my arms almost before the robe had 
dropped in a frothy green heap on the carpet. 

Like any jittery college boy so eager was I to keep 
my hands on her palpitating, naked softness that I had 
difficulty disposing my own clothes. I placed her on the 
couch. She laughed at my frantic contortions. When ulti¬ 
mately I had liberated myself from my restraints and had 
thrust my hungering body on hers, she twisted to one side, 
deliberately thwarting my haste. She rubbed her satiny 
skin against my tense hip and ran her fingernails lightly 
across my taut stomach. I grabbed both her shoulders, 
forcing her over on her back... 

How the alien sound could have been heard above our 
panting I will never know, but somehow the faint noise 
did penetrate. 

We both froze at the crunch of a cars tires on the 
gravel driveway alongside the house. 

Janice thrust me violently away from her, and ran to 
the curtained side window to peer out into the darkness. 

“Oh, God, its Howiel You’ve got to leave—hurry. 
Hurry, Bobl” 

My clothes were shoved into my arms and I was pushed 
swiftly out the front door and into the night. 

As I sped naked toward the protective cover of the 
hedge bordering the lawn, I caught a glimpse of car 
lights in the garage and heard the overhead door being 
pulled down. I crouched under the hedge until I heard 
a slam at the rear entrance. Then, scrambling into my 
clothes, I sneaked like a fugitive down the few blocks to 
my car. 

Back in my apartment, chain-smoking my way through 
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a pack of cigarettes, I was bursting with frustration and 
fury. The feel and thought of Janice pounded in my 
blood, all the old longing awakened again into ravening 
flame by the memory of her soft body in my arms. The 
fragrance of her perfume lingered in my nostrils. 

Our suddenly aborted love making had added insuf¬ 
ferably to my hunger for her. It was though we had en¬ 
joyed only the prelude to greater miracles to come. I 
wanted to run back and smash down the barrier that 
separated us—her husband. 

I thrashed and dreamed all through the night. 

Then, in the morning, Janice phoned. Her voice was 
low and cautious, as if she were fearful of being over¬ 
heard. 

“Bob, darling, are you sure you weren’t seen? God, 
that was a close call! Jimmy Hanson had gotten roaring 
drunk, and they elected Howie to drive him home. I don’t 
think he suspected anything, but—" 

“Janice,” I broke in eagerly, “when can I see you? 
When can we take up where we left off?" 

“I don’t know, darling. We must be very careful. Don’t 
call me. I’ll let you know when it’s safe. Just remember, 
dearest—‘always.’ ” 

How could I forget? It was maddening after that, to 
see her at campaign meetings and parties, always accom¬ 
panied by her husband. 

It was worse to detect the secret message in her eyes, 
yet to be unable to answer it 

The days wore on. Once in desperation, when I de¬ 
liberately followed her to Gordon’s car as she was leaving 
a meeting, she angrily turned on me. 

“Please, Bob, be careful. Howie must not suspect any¬ 
thing.” Then, more gently, she said, “I'll find a time. Just 
wait, please, darling. For me.” 

But I was getting tired of waiting. 



e 

THE PUBLIC never knows anything about the hard 
fist behind the soft sell of a fund-raising campaign. Peo¬ 
ple are aware only of the slick brochures promising 
health and well-being for everyone—of the newspaper 
stories about the charity drives importance to the com¬ 
munity—of well-chosen words by civic leaders on radio 
and television. Folks drop their change into a can on 
the drugstore counter, or hand the nice neighbor at the 
door a few bucks, or sign a pledge at a local church 
social. 

But all that delivers only peanuts, totaling perhaps 
twenty percent of the goal. The real money comes from 
big gifts, the five- and six-figure contributions. Sometimes 
this kind of money is washed out of a pocket by a tear- 
jerking appeal; sometimes it is slugged out by shouts 
and curses; more often it is pried out by sheer blackmail. 
The end result—a swelling fund—is the reward of pains¬ 
taking planning and cold-blooded execution. 

Now the time had arrived to officially organize the 
Community Hospital Fund Drive. The preliminaries and 
the sparring were past. The main event was getting un¬ 
der way. 

Our first committee meeting looked like a poker party. 
Fifteen sweating men sat around the big conference 
table in the hospital board room. They watched each 
other warily, as if attempting to evaluate the stakes and 
styles of play. 

I knew that in particular they were studying me. I 
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was the stranger in the game—the unknown quantity 
to be sized up. 

What not one of them knew was that in my briefcase 
I had a full run-down on each member of the committee 
—occupation, income, civic and social affiliations, com¬ 
munity and philanthropic activities, political and religious 
persuasion. I had enough on each man to give me leads 
on how to handle him and how, specifically, to use him 
in the drive. 

This information had been compiled by our headquar¬ 
ters office before my departure for Bella Vista. I had 
also been supplied with a confidential and comprehen¬ 
sive list of the town’s big-money boys, the people 
who must be made to ante up the kind of cash that would 
determine the success or failure of the drive. 

It was up to J. Howard Gordon, as campaign chair¬ 
man, to strike the keynote. Although I had tried to brief 
him in advance, I was still unsure of the approach he 
would take. 

He pompously cleared his throat, then began: 

"Well, fellows, I guess I don’t have to tell you why 
we’re here this afternoon. We need a solid two million 
dollars to get our hospital rolling .. 

He rambled on, giving a pep talk he had promised to 
skip, and never quite getting to the point of the meet¬ 
ing. The men sighed, squirmed in their seats. Gordon 
finally ended by dropping the deal with a dull thud into 
my lap. 

M ... and Jennings here probably has a few pointers to 
give us.” 

All eyes turned toward me. This was the touchy mo¬ 
ment. I had to open the pot. If I made my opening pitch 
too high I would scare them off, which I could not afford 
to do. If I appeared to be bluffing, I would lose their re¬ 
spect. And I needed their respect, or I would not get 
support. 
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“Gentlemen, you know as well as I do that two mil¬ 
lion dollars isn’t going to fall into our laps,” I began. “On 
the other hand, you set that figure because you are con¬ 
fident that it is within the reach of the community. 
Therefore, the first thing we have to do is analyze the 
sources from which we can expect to get the most money. 
We must review and rate each prospective donor. I sug¬ 
gest we do that before proceeding any further.” 

From my briefcase I pulled out the roster of prospects. 

“Our office has compiled a list of names for the special 
gift solicitation. I’m sure that you’ll have others to add. 
Let’s go over the list I have, and try to determine what 
each name is worth to the campaign.” 

At first the men were too timid to volunteer an estimate 
of what could be solicited from the people listed. But 
when they warmed up, although their estimates were 
much too low, they started to enjoy the game. And I was 
careful to skip both their own names and those of their 
immediate business associates. They gradually relaxed 
and talked more freely. For some fifteen minutes, I made 
notes beside each prospect’s name. 

When they had polished off a discussion of one Wallace 
Bascomb’s assets, they waited for me to give the next 
name. 

Instead, I put down my pencil quietly and stared 
around the room. Finally, I let my gaze come to rest 
on J. Howard Gordon. 

“Mr. Gordon,” I said softly, “are you sure that you 
need two million dollars for your hospital? Can’t you get 
by for less?” 

He flushed and began to bluster. 

“Hell, no. We need every single penny of that. In 
fact, it’s hardly enough, considering the cost of some of 
the new equipment. What do you ...” 

“The reason I asked,” I interrupted dryly, “is that you’ll 
never make it with the ratings you’re setting. If we con- 
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tinue on this level, you'll be lucky to hit half your goal. 
You gentlemen are either going to have to rate the pros¬ 
pects higher, or else lower your campaign target” 

Gordon closed his half-opened mouth and shifted 
guiltily in his chair. I did not pursue the subject, merely 
moved on to the next name. 

“James F. Cunliff,” I read, and stared at the chairman. 

“Damn it, he's got a good shoe business,” Gordon said 
angrily. “He ought to chip in about eight thousand- 
four grand this year, say, and one a year for the next 
four” 

A hard, short laugh came from Bill Begley, head of a 
prominent local CPA firm. 

“Knock off a zero, Howie,” he advised. “Take eight 
hundred now, if you can get it, and forget about the fu¬ 
ture. He may not be around next year.” 

Nobody questioned the basis for Begley's estimate. Aft¬ 
er all, a CPA has ethical standards; he is not supposed to 
reveal confidential details about a client. 

We accepted the deflated figure. I felt a little easier 
now that this note of hard-headed realism had been in¬ 
troduced into the proceedings. 

“Helmuth Doane ” I said. “Gas, oil, automobile sup¬ 
plies.” 

“That tight bastard,” a voice rumbled, “wouldn't give 
you the time of day. Be damned lucky if we got a ten 
spot from him.” 

I ignored the remark and looked directly at the fat 
man across the table from me. I knew that he operated 
the biggest trucking business in the area. 

“Mr. Graves, don't you have dealings with Doane?” 
I asked. 

“I guess I do,” he grunted. “I give him over a hun¬ 
dred thousand a year of my business.” 

“It would be hard for him to say no to you, wouldn't 
it?” 
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Graves got the point. He thought for a moment, his fat 
lips pursed around his cigar, before wheezing out a reply. 

“Okay. Give me his card. Mark him down for five 
grand. I'll get that—or I wont be signing next year's 
contract with him.” 

“Make it ten thousand,” I recommended. 

He took a few more puffs, and nodded. 

From then on there was muscle in the game, and the 
notes I jotted down beside the names on the list ac¬ 
quired practical meaning. 

My job was to get the ball rolling in the right direction 
and needle the players into keeping the scores high. If 
they broke a lot of heads in the skirmish, that was their 
problem, not mine. 

“Max Schmidt,” I sang out. The boys started arguing 
and estimating the profits of his wholesale-and-retail flo¬ 
rist business. Before long they became like a pack of 
wolves—picking over the financial bones of unknowing 
victims, exposing innards, sucking marrow. They had for¬ 
gotten the reticence that had inhibited them at the begin¬ 
ning of the session. 

But the tables would soon be turned. The hunters did 
not even suspect that before the week was out they them¬ 
selves would become the hunted. 

Now they bayed in full-throated pursuit of their eco¬ 
nomic prey. I urged them on. We were well along in the 
list, when I suggested that we adjourn until the next ses¬ 
sion. 


It seemed only a few hours after that first meeting 
when town streets and nearby highways began to bur¬ 
geon forth with posters advertising the hospital drive. 
The idealized, angelic face of a blond nurse, the reassur¬ 
ing countenance of a white-smocked, spectacled physi¬ 
cian, and the cherubic, happy visage of a youngster on 
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crutches and done up in casts and bandages, all beamed 
benevolently on prospective fund donors—which meant 
every man, woman and child in and about Bella Vista, 
And meanwhile the dirty work of digging up the big 
money went on behind the greenback curtain. 

Only a professional fund-raiser like myself could prop¬ 
erly understand what those cheery, cozy pictures really 
were. They all boiled down to one thing: the representa¬ 
tion of a sinister figure pointing a gun at the public. And 
instead of the jolly slogans about building together for a 
better Bella Vista, the actual meaning of the printed 
matter was simply: “Give—or else!” This was hidden 
under layers of sugar-coating, but believe me, it was 
there. And well I knew it. 

The first work session had served its dual purpose. 
First, it had interjected the essential note of tough¬ 
ness into the campaign strategy, cutting through the 
bull to get down to the bankrolls. Secondly, it had pro¬ 
vided me with important insights into the personalities 
of those I had already tagged to act as key figures of the 
campaign. 

The accountant, Bill Begley, was one of those. I lost 
no time in dropping into his office for a private talk. 

“Mr. Begley,** I said, “there are some angles in this 
campaign that only you can handle. I’d like to discuss 
them with you." 

He was shrewd and sharp. As I talked charity gim¬ 
micks with him, his eyes lit up like twin Christmas trees. 
It was easy for me to read his thoughts: here’s a fine 
chance to do some income-tax fudging. 

The big contributor to every charity campaign is Un¬ 
cle Sam. The average guy believes vaguely that the 
privilege of deducting charitable donations from income 
tax returns stimulates generosity. But he is not aware of 
how neat are major tax-saving devices that charitable de¬ 
ductions offer people in high-income brackets. 
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Begley and I discussed at length how a big-income man 
can actually make a profit by giving—if he goes about it 
the right way. 

Here’s how it works in its most common form: 

Suppose Mr. Plushbottom has an income that puts him 
in the fifty percent tax bracket. From every dollar he 
makes, Uncle Sam takes fifty cents. If Plushbottom pitch¬ 
es some dough into the charity hat, he expects to receive 
public recognition at minimal cost to himself, and at the 
same time may actually gain. 

Let us assume that he also owns stock bought several 
years earlier for five thousand dollars. Since then the 
market has risen and his stock is now worth five times its 
original value, or twenty-five grand. He has not sold it 
because he did not want to pay the capital gains tax on 
his profit. 

When a campaign solicitor calls on him, Mr. Plushbot¬ 
tom is informed that the community expects him to ante 
up twenty-five thousand dollars. He agrees. But instead 
of giving cash he donates the stock. 

The chairman reports the gift to the tax collector. Be¬ 
cause Plushbottom is in the fifty percent income brack¬ 
et, his taxable income is reduced by half the amount he 
gave. Since it cost him only five grand, he has actually 
made seven thousand five hundred dollars on the deal. 
Of course, via the capital gains route he could have come 
out with more profit, but this way he gets credited with 
being a big-hearted, generous civic leader. 

Begley mentioned potential contributors loaded with 
real estate bought below market value. He even thought 
of a fellow who had inherited a valuable stamp collec¬ 
tion which, if he contributed it to the drive, would cut 
his taxes radically. 

We reached an understanding quickly. Begley agreed 
to take the lead in explaining the various tax-savings 
gimmicks to our prospective major contributors. Why 
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not? They would bless Begley for saving them money— 
and maybe push some of it his way. 

I called next on Warren Smith, editor and publisher of 
the Bella Vista Review, the only newspaper in the com¬ 
munity. Smith also owned the radio station and held 
stock in the local television station. Not only did he have 
money, but he had all lands of information about the 
prominent people in town. 

"Mr. Smith, you can understand that it's important for 
me to know the backgrounds and personalities of the 
figures in our campaign,” I said. 

What I really meant was: I'm looking for dirt—skele¬ 
tons in closets to enable me to shake down contributors. 
But I had to approach it in a roundabout way. 

Warren Smith was no fool. He recognized, but refused 
to acknowledge the real reason for my call. Instead, he 
played cat-and-mouse with me until finally I decided to 
lay the cards on the table. 

“Mr. Smith, the fact is that I'd like to know the gossip 
you can't publish in your paper” 

He roared with laughter. "I thought that's what you 
were after. Well, what are you interested in—sex-life* 
gambling or wife-beating?” 

"Only those things that will be useful to the campaign. 
Let's call them trading-stock.” 

"Why should I talk?” 

“I'll tell you why. You're as interested as the next man 
in seeing that your town has a good hospital. And be¬ 
cause if you do talk I'll see to it that we ask you per¬ 
sonally for a contribution of only five thousand dollars— 
instead of fifty thousand. Of course, we'll expect a bit 
of free radio and television time—” 

He laughed. "It's a deal, Jennings.” 

I got an earful. Many of the stories were hair-raising. 
Wife-swapping, alcoholism, even a case of drug addio- 
tion, were to be found among the best families. By the 
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time Smith had finished, I had enough dirt to write a 
best-selling expos6 of Bella Vista. 

I was beginning to feel that our project was really 
getting under way. In the foreseeable future, we would 
be able to convert the gossip and statistics into hard cash* 


4 

FOR some incomprehensible reason, doctors usually will 
not participate in any phase of a hospital-fund drive, 
even though they reap many of the benefits if a cam¬ 
paign is successful. 

The men-in-white on the visiting staff are the primary 
link the hospital has with its patients. Folks don't go to 
a hospital through choice the way they do a resort hotel; 
they go on their doctors' orders. So, naturally, they look 
to their doctors for recommendations concerning any¬ 
thing else related to the hospital. 

Ideally, therefore, people should be solicited for con¬ 
tributions through their doctors. Unfortunately, physi¬ 
cians are normally quite uninterested in raising funds 
from patients except for those funds that go into their 
own pockets. They also tend to be reluctant about part¬ 
ing with their own money for purposes of improving 
hospitals. 

I hoped against hope that this staff would not only so¬ 
licit contributions from their patients, but would also dig 
into their own pockets. 

Nevertheless, picking a promising chairman of the doc¬ 
tors' division of the campaign was not as difficult as I 
had anticipated. Dr. Randall T. Smithers dripped charm. 
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He was handsome, poised, confident—a top-notch in¬ 
ternist who specialized in “diseases of the rich.” 

And Randy Smithers appealed to me from the moment 
I met him. I liked his off-hand ease, his sophistication, 
his sense of humor. 

I was pleased when, after a dull hospital-staff meet¬ 
ing, he invited me to the University Club for a few 
drinks. He ordered a martini. I chose scotch. 

“You're a bachelor, Jennings?” Smithers asked after a 
few moments of idle chat. 

“Yes, although a somewhat unwilling one. How about 
you, doctor?” 

“Oh, I’m a bachelor by choice. In fact, I’ve chosen to 
be a bachelor three times—after each of my marriages.” 

We had finished our fourth round when he suggested 
that we mix business with pleasure. “You ought to meet 
some of the gals who pull the strings in this town, Jen¬ 
nings. They can make or break the drive, believe you 
me. Besides, you might find some of them—well—ac¬ 
commodating in more ways than one. How does that 
sound?” 

I fielded that one easily, and it sounded even better 
as Randy and I batted around the conversational ball 
while driving out to the Bath and Tennis Club. 

“You say you're an unwilling bachelor?” he asked. 
“Don't tell me you're carrying a torch for someone.” 

“I lost the girl I wanted, back when we were both 
kids. I haven't found anybody since who comes up to 
her.” 

“Probably because you're looking for a youngster, 
someone matching your image of the way the girl was in 
those days.” 

“Could be ” I admitted. 

“Most men think they can score with young girls,” 
Randy said. “They're all wrong. Those kids are scared 
and stupid. They're saving it to swap for a marriage li- 
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cense—for a meal ticket, that is. They get emotionally in¬ 
volved and demanding. There are too many strings 
attached to their drawers to make it worthwhile." 

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. 

“On the other hand, take a young married woman. 
She’s been broken to saddle—enjoys sex and knows 
enough to avoid risks. If she’s hooked up with a good 
provider, she’s as eager as you are to keep things quiet. 
She’s careful—careful about being seen, careful about let¬ 
ting things get out of hand, careful about getting in too 
deep. I’ve given more curative injections to the younger 
wives of Bella Vista than any clinic ever has ” 

I smiled, and to egg him on I recounted one of my 
personal amatory adventures that supported his own 
point. A strictly imaginary adventure, I hasten to add. I 
don’t gossip about women. 

“Of course, I have to watch my own step, too,” Randy 
Smithers continued enthusiastically. “If word got around 
that I’m seeing my lady patients undressed outside of 
office hours, I’d soon be in the bread line instead of the 
bed line.” He looked at me quizzically but with a friend¬ 
ly twinkle in his glance. ‘I’m assuming that your position 
demands as much discretion as mine, so we can safely 
share our secrets.” 

I was more than willing to become a fellow conspir¬ 
ator. And by the time we pulled into the club grounds, 
an unwritten agreement of sorts existed between us. 

The Bath and Tennis was an exclusive private-mem¬ 
bership establishment, second in prestige and luxury 
only to the country club. 

It reeked with status symbols. Pretty girls lay supine 
at the pool’s edge. Others played bridge, or paddled 
around in the water. The older women carried on flirta¬ 
tions with the males seated at the bar. 

Here was a perfect setup for married girls on the make. 
They could drop over to the club while hubby was out 
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of town on business, attending civic meetings, playing 
golf with business acquaintances, or otherwise engaged. 

Overblown gray-haired matrons and recent brides 
greeted my host as we settled ourselves at a table near 
the pool bar. 

We were sipping our first drinks, when a deep throaty 
voice called, “Oh, there you are, Randy, dear. I thought 
it was about time you showed up. Where in the world 
have you been lately?” 

I saw my host wince before turning to face an Ama¬ 
zon, huge but magnificently proportioned, a handsome 
woman built on an awe-inspiring scale. 

“Mrs. Pollard, have you met Mr. Jennings?” 

“Oh, yes, our fund-raiser,” she said, smiling hugely at 
me. “My husband told me about you.” Her eyes were not 
smiling. They studied me appraisingly. 

I was having difficulty associating this great, gorgeous 
creature with the wizened little man I had met the other 
day—her husband, Hartwell Pollard, president of the 
Bella Vista National Bank. 

One of Warren Smith’s comments flitted through my 
mind—that this lusty-looking hunk of female pulchritude 
could browbeat even Pollard into parting with money. 

“I’m vice-president of the women's auxiliary of the 
hospital,” she told me, “and I think we’d better get to¬ 
gether. I have a feeling that I could teach you a lot 
you ought to know.” 

The way she said it made me uncomfortable. Also, I 
wondered just what kind of lessons she had in mind for 
me. 

The bartender interrupted before I could answer. 
“Mrs. Pollard, there’s a telephone call for you. Will you 
take it here or in the lounge?” 

Til see you boys later,” Martha Pollard said and strode 
toward the lounge, her gargantuan hips swinging. 

“Wowl” Randy grabbed our drinks and started toward 
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the patio. “Watch out for Martha Pollard,” he warned in 
an undertone. “She’s lecherous and unscrupulous. Don’t 
ever let her get her hooks into you.” 

We stretched out in deck chairs beside the pool. Ap¬ 
petizing beauties and withered hags lined the edge, 
their sun-glasses often turning in our direction. 

Randy verbally pointed out those who might be per¬ 
suaded—in exchange for certain favors—to hound then- 
husbands into giving generously to the campaign. 
Shamelessly he catalogued their eccentricities, erotic and 
otherwise. What I would have to do, he indicated, 
would be to cater to their desires, however twisted. I 
felt faintly ill. 

Don’t bother speculating,” he advised when he saw 
my eyes riveted on a pneumatic blond. “That’s Connie 
Johnson. She’s frigid. Her husband has to shop around to 
keep happy.” 

Randy Smithers was the Bella Vista Sex Directory and 
he continued to flip the pages for my edification. 

Of a trim but beautifully formed olive-skinned girl, he 
said, ‘Will Cummings sees that Elsa keeps it exclusively 
for home consumption. Never lets her out of his sight 
That’s Will’s sister sitting with Elsa, keeping an eye on 
Will’s interests while he’s away. Elsa might as well wear 
a chastity girdle.” 

A lissome brown-head whose bikini triangle hardly 
covered her loins was arbitrarily dismissed. “She’s a 
showpiece, that’s all. Must be a throwback to Puritan 
ancestors. She likes to flaunt what she has, but she’s just a 
tease. Impossible to lay a hand on her.” 

It was like comparison shopping for a sultan’s harmn 
I thought, chuckling to myself. 

And Randy was an excellent counsel and guide. He had 
a pretty shrewd idea of which wives might be suscepti¬ 
ble. 
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“Like that one?” he asked, gesturing slightly with his 
cocktail glass. 

“Who wouldn’t?” I avidly eyed the tall slender red¬ 
head poised on tiptoe on high-dive board. Her arms, legs 
and waist were so slender that the sight of the twin 
mountains looming over the plain of her flat stomach 
came as a shock. But those breasts were for real. The 
ribbon-wide silk band that clung to them left generous 
slopes of white flesh to attest to their lovely validity. 

Suddenly she left the board, jack-knifing perfecdy. 

She emerged from the pool, tugging her precarious 
bra back into place. 

“Thirsty?” Randy called. 

“Parched,” she replied, smiling. “Will you buy me a 
drink?” 

Considerately, she sank cross-legged at our feet so as 
not to drip water on a chair. That gave me an inspiring 
view into the valley separating her twin Alps. I was 
about to remark on her attractive accent when my guide 
explained, “Lila’s a Parisian import. Bart says he bought 
her in the Flea Market and married her to save paying 
customs duty.” To her, he said idly, “Where is Bart?” 

“Probably out shopping for another flea,” she said. 
“He’s in Washington. One of his clients is appearing be¬ 
fore a Congressional committee.” 

It was sheer joy to watch the good doctor operate. In 
the same easy, seemingly purposeless fashion, he deftly 
separated from the herd an ash-blonde who joined the 
three of us for drinks beside the pool. 

“If you don’t feel like cooking, we’ll buy dinner for 
you girls,” Randy offered, after a while. And the invita¬ 
tion was quickly accepted. 

We ate at the club in full view of the members. Like 
Janice, Randy stuck to the device of disarming suspicion 
by staying in the open. Half the wives in the dining room 
knew from experience what was going on, but as Randy 
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had said, they weren’t likely to talk. And what their 
husbands did not know presumably would not hurt them. 
Innocently dining together, all four of us made not-so- 
innocent plans in the privacy of our own thoughts. 

Brandy and Benedictine put a pleasant topping on 
the thick steaks we had eaten. Then Randy proposed an 
after-dinner treat. 

“What do you girls want to do?” he asked. “Go 
home and watch television, or help me show Bob the 
sights of our fair city?” 

The girls jumped at the chance to spend an evening 
with us. Each drove her own car home, while Randy 
Smithers and I lingered at the club just long enough to 
make it appear that the drinks and dinner with the girls 
had been merely a casual encounter. A half-hour later, 
though, we parked near a neighborhood movie thea¬ 
ter. Presently a taxi pulled up and the two girls got out, 
bought tickets and went inside. They soon emerged 
and started to walk down the street to where we were 
parked. Lila came into the back with me. Darleen, the 
blonde, sat up front with Randy while he played the 
part of a sight-seeing barker as we pulled out. “Bella 
Vista Lake is one of the most beautiful bodies of water 
in the state. It has a shoreline of thirty-two miles and an 
average depth-of forty-one feet.” 

Darleen chimed in: “Known to the local folk as Vir¬ 
gin’s Trap, its waters have curious aphrodisiac properties. 
One well-known physician maintains a secluded rest 
home for females infected by these vapors.” 

She knew whereof she spoke. We were already driving 
along the tree-shaded highway circling the lake. Its pub¬ 
lic beaches were crowded with swimmers, although it 
was growing dark. Randy stopped to unlock an ornate 
iron gate suspended between brick pillars. He steered 
the car up a narrow drive at the end of which was a 
rustic lodge. 
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The place was custom-built for the doctor s purposes. 
A huge fireplace devoured whole logs at one bite. Deep, 
comfortable chairs and sofas—and a muted hi-fi filtered 
background music through the living room—empha¬ 
sized the atmosphere of relaxed, sensuous enjoyment. 

After we settled ourselves and Randy supplied us with 
drinks, we paired off together, making ourselves comfort¬ 
able in the large room. But there was no overt pawing, 
smooching, or any of the broadly suggestive wisecracks 
typical of other somewhat similar parties I remembered. 
From our conduct, we might have been sitting in the 
club dining room. A little loosening of submerged ten¬ 
sion was the only change. 

Randy finished mixing another round of drinks. He 
stacked the phonograph high with records, then turned 
to Darleen and asked if she would like to rest a while. 
She promptly got up and walked through the open door 
of the bedroom. Randy followed. Before closing the door, 
he remarked, “The other bedrooms yours, if you’d like 
to stretch out after the long drive.” 

I wasn’t sure of the house rules but my companion 
showed a more than adequate familiarity with them. 
She took our empty glasses and disappeared into the 
kitchen, returning with fresh drinks. Instead of rejoining 
me, she paused before the door of the second bedroom. 

‘Would you care to join me, monsieur?” 

My father used to talk, after he had had a few drinks, 
about his experiences in Paris during the War. But my 
little Lila topped everything the old man had so fondly 
recalled. 

She had a refreshingly direct approach to sex; but 
she was also versed in its subtleties. With dainty delib¬ 
eration, she removed her clothes and hung them in the 
closet. When she turned back toward me, in the dim 
light her breasts stood out like twin full moons. My heart 
leaping, I shed my coat, my shirt 
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Lila approached me slowly—came close enough for the 
tight tips of her breasts to brush my chest. Without em¬ 
bracing me, she put her lips lightly on mine. 

This delicate lip-and-breast kiss was an introduction. 
She moved her lips and gradually her body came closer 
to mine. We stood tightly sealed from face to ankles. 
Apparently every part of her moved except her shapely 
feet. Her lips nibbled daintily at my mouth. While her 
breasts massaged my chest. Her stomach and pelvis ro¬ 
tated in a warming orbit of their own. Even her fingertips 
ran slowly up and down my spine. I had never had so 
many distinct voluptuous sensations at one time. 

Minutes passed before she pulled away. Instinctively 
my body arched forward to maintain contact with hers. 
But she quickly evaded me. I felt as if a warm blanket 
had suddenly been yanked from me in the middle of a 
freezing night. 

She said something in French that I did not under¬ 
stand until she glanced at the bed. She made a gesture 
which down through the ages had never required trans¬ 
lation. But when I tried to grasp her again, she shook her 
head, pushing me away. Her hands, however, remained 
on my shoulders until, in response to their firm pressure, 
I stretched out on the bed. 

There, sitting beside me, Lila bent over until our lips 
met and her breasts touched my chest, lightly at first, 
then with mounting pressure. Her whole weight was 
pressed down on me, her body twisting and gyrating as 
if each exciting part of her had a life of its own. 

When she eased slowly to my side and I turned to 
her, I felt like a rampaging young bull after a year of 
solitary confinement. And happily, my own enthusiastic 
lust was matched by hers. 

She arched to meet me with a leaping joy that brought 
us together in shock, vibrating with growing intensity. 
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We clung to each other with shudders of pleasure as 
electric currents passed between our united bodies. 

There seemed to be neither beginning nor end to our 
torrid love sequence. During intermissions, her hands, 
her mouth, her tongue, her breasts restlessly explored 
and aroused me. Each time the tip of her eager tongue 
traced its path of fire along my body, I groaned in ec¬ 
stasy. 

We were drifting through clouds beyond time until 
the sound of discreetly raised voices from the other room 
dragged me back to reality. We got up reluctantly. Al¬ 
though we had not exchanged a single sentence, there 
had been no lack of communication between us. 

We dressed quickly. Lila gave me one final earth- 
shaking kiss that brought my hair standing on end. I 
seemed powerless to pry my hands from her deliciously 
compact buttocks. If I had been her husband, I would 
have conducted my law practice via telephone from our 
bed. And I sure as hell never would have made any over¬ 
night trips. 

Randy and Darleen were sitting in the living room. 
Conversation was resumed in its light bantering vein 
exactly as if nothing had happened. I was beginning to 
realize that Bella Vista had changed since my boyhood— 
and for the better. 


When I saw Dr. Smithers the next day, I learned that 
despite his casual manner, he had not arranged the as¬ 
signation entirely with pleasure in mind. 

“Bart will kick in with at least ten thousand,” he prom¬ 
ised. “You’ll see. He never turns down Lila.” 

“But I didn't say a word to her about the campaign,” 
I blurted. 

“You didn't have to. Lila talks little, understands a lot.” 

I nodded. “So I noticed.” 
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Only thing. Bob, is this. Don’t get your hopes up. 
I mean, she won t bed down with you again. With Lila, 
it has to be a different man each time—” 

“She’s that curious? I should think she’d get herself 
talked about.” 

Its not curiosity, or a desire for variety alone. And 
she’s much too discreet to encourage gossip.” He laughed. 
“You see, in her French way, she would consider a re¬ 
peat performance as reprehensible infidelity. Once sig¬ 
nifies nothing—merely physical release—but twice or 
more could indicate preference, might lead to entangle¬ 
ment. She has no wish to subvert Bart.” 

“I get the message,” I said. “Lay off Lila. And what 
about your lady?” 

She’s the wife of our wealthiest physician. Between 
kisses, I dropped a hint or two in her ear. I’m pretty sure 
her husband will kick in substantially to the fund—or 
else.” 

“Or else what?” 

Or else, said Randy, “he’ll find his bed a little 
lonely.” 

This fund-raising drive seemed to be turning into a 
sex campaign. It was one conflict in which I was more 
than eager to serve for the duration... 


5 

I WAS sitting in my office at the hospital, wondering what 
my next move should be, when a visitor was announced. 
Tlie man who walked into my office wore tweeds and 
smoked a pipe. He was about a month overdue for a 
haircut. Strangely enough, his midwestem drawl was dis- 
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tinguished by a marked British accent-natural or affect¬ 
ed, I could not telL 

Tm Cripps" he mumbled, stretching out his hand. 
Crossing his legs at the ankle so that I could admire 
his expensive walking shoes, he continued. Director- 
art museum. Proposition for you. Confidential, of course. 

As he went on, I realized he was a professional, like 
me. He knew his business. In my book, therefore, he was 
worthy of respect. After a while, he got to the meat of 
the matter. 

a J. Howard Gordon has rather nice paintings. I want 
to get my hands on one of them—by an early French 
impressionist." 

Gordon! He was a tough proposition. I had been hesi¬ 
tating to tackle him. 

But Cripps' plan was beautiful. He proposed to kill 
two birds with one stone, via a high-level cultural con 
game. 

“A painting is worth the price an expert sets," he said. 
Tm an expert. I'll say this particular work is worth fifty 
thousand. It cost Gordon ten thousand. If he gives it to 
your campaign, he'll achieve a tidy tax saving by claim¬ 
ing a fifty-thousand-dollar gift. Then I'll set up a pub¬ 
lic auction for charity—stipulating that the buyer must 
give the work to the museum. Thus the buyer will have 
a big tax deduction, you get the cash, and I get the pic¬ 
ture." 

The scheme had enough angles to warm the heart of 
the sharpest double-dealing crook loose on bail. 

“Sounds good," I admitted. “If I could persuade Gor¬ 
don to donate the picture, are you certain you could find 
a buyer?" 

“Think so. With your help." 

“What can I do?" 

“You can pressure Pollard, the banker." 

“Him? I don't see-” 
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Nothing to it. Madam Pollard pulls the purse strings 
in that family. And it’s no secret that she has—uh—vio¬ 
lent appetites.." 

I remembered that Randy Smithers had told me Martha 
Pollard was a lustful woman. 

“But suppose Pollard does buy the painting to con¬ 
tribute to the museum? Then he won’t want to throw an¬ 
other cent into the hospital campaign. I don’t want to 
rob Peter to pay Paul.” 

“We can duck that. What we want from Pollard, at 
this point, is not cash—but influence. You see, the bank 
handles a large estate for a weird old lady. She fancies 
herself a patron of the arts. Probably wouldn’t give a dime 
to the hospital. But she would buy the painting for the 
museum-if Pollard talked her into it. Her estate’s prob¬ 
ably worth half a million." 

Unfolding his lean frame, Cripps stood up. “Deal?" 
he inquired. 

Deal,” I replied. “How do you propose to start?" 

Tackle Madam P. first. If she reacts favorably. I’ll 
take care of Pollard.” 

I winced. Madam was the bruiser, the Amazon. But 
not too bad-looking, I reminded myself. 

“It might be interesting," Cripps said. “Cheerio." 

It so happened that I had a luncheon date with Hart¬ 
well Pollard for this very day. The plan had been to put 
the bite on Oscar Chambers. 

It was to be a carefully staged affair. I was to set Cham¬ 
bers up for the kill. Then Pollard would move in. 

I reached the City Club at about twelve-thirty. 

Chambers turned out to be a big, hearty man who 
talked in a voice that could fill a football stadium. And, 
more to the point, he was enthusiastic about our cam- 
paign. Ever since he had had his appendix removed, 
he had taken an interest in the hospital. So it did not re-' 
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quire much prodding to get him to agree to join the 
speakers' committee. 

“There's something else you can do to help, Mr. Cham¬ 
bers," I added. 

He nodded, ready to agree to appear on television in 
behalf of the drive. 

“One of the most vital aspects of every campaign is to 
line up, in advance, a number of pace-setting pledges," 
I told him. “Then, as the campaign gets under way, 
these advance gifts will be announced at strategic times 
to serve as a stimulus to other donors. We know you'll 
want to be one of the advance donors." 

His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “How much?” 

“The rating committee recommends twenty-five thou¬ 
sand dollars from you." 

He let out a roar. “God damn it, that’s impossible. I 
want to do the right thing—but I can't go higher than ten 
grand at the very most" 

I looked at him contemptuously. 

Chambers turned to Pollard. “Hartwell, you know we 
work on a small profit margin. Business has been slow this 
year." 

In a chilling voice, the banker said: “Chambers, your 
application for an inventory loan came to my attention 
yesterday. You must be expecting a big season if you 
need one hundred and fifty thousand dollars to stock 
up now. You know there’s a big demand for loans at 
the moment. We’ve got to prune out some of them.. 

Chambers’ eyes were fixed on Hartwell Pollard's 
wizened face. The banker’s words amounted to a direct 
threat. 

Chambers bellowed half-heartedly, but the death thrust 
had gone home. Reluctantly, he signed the pledge card. 

Pollard murmured, “I think you can go ahead and place 
your supply orders, Chambers. I'm confident I can per¬ 
suade the loan committee to approve your application. 
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You’re a good customer-and,” he added magnanimously, 
“a good citizen.” 

Chambers left his dessert untouched. The good citizen 
had aged about ten years in the past five minutes. 

Alone with Pollard, I wondered whether or not to 
broach the museum director’s proposition. But Pollard 
jumped the gun before I had a chance to open my mouth. 

“Would you mind doing me a favor, Jennings." 

It was more a command than a request. I waited. 

I have to leave this afternoon for the convention of 
the State Bankers’ Association. I wish you’d drive my 
wife to the Johnson’s cocktail party this evening. I don’t 
like her taking a taxi alone at night.” 

I smothered a laugh. To me, her husband’s concern for 
his gigantic wife braving the terrors of a suburban night 
alone in a cab was, to say the least, ridiculous. But obvi¬ 
ously I had no choice. And since I was trapped into 
spending the evening with Mrs. Pollard anyway, I de¬ 
cided I might as well see how she reacted to the scheme. 


That night, I decided the assignment might prove 
more enjoyable than I had first anticipated. 

Martha Pollard’s cocktail dress looked as if it had been 
sprayed on. Her breasts, which were approximately the 
size of pumpkins, threatened to overflow from the low- 
cut neckline. Her flanks quivered with excitement like 
agitated jello. She licked her lips, her eager eyes devour¬ 
ing my body. 

Lets have one here before we go,” she invited. “The 
Johnsons mix such lousy drinks.” 

She handed me a glass the size of a beer stein. Martha 
Pollard, as she said of herself, was “a big girl and liked to 
do things in a big way.” 

“Can't fly on one wing,” she remarked, pouring sec¬ 
onds. She curled up close to me on the love seat. Her 
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right pumpkin rubbed my arm. I felt my hairs bristle. 
Then she pressed her leg against mine. 

In that intimate moment, I broached the subject of 
Cripps’ scheme. I approached the matter gingerly, but 
Martha impatiently dragged the details from me. She 
was sharp enough to grasp the main points immediately. 
Her booming laughter shook the chandelier. 

“Damn, but that’s a funny one," she shouted. "Cute as 
hell. Hospital gets dough, museum gets painting, we get 
our pictures in the paper, and the government gets 
screwed. You’re a bright lad, Bobby!” 

I saw no reason at the moment to give Cripps credit 
for the plan. After all, he and I were interested only 
in results. Take the cash and let the credit go—that 
was our motto. 

"Can we count on your help, Martha?” 

“Well, we’ll * just see about that, Bobby, dear. It all 
depends. If you’re real sweet to little Martha, she may 
be able to do you some good.” 

She reached for the cocktail shaker. 

“Let’s have one for the road,” she said, refilling our 
glasses. “Then, damn it, we’ll have to go. But we can 
sneak away early. The Johnsons throw the dullest 
parties.” 

As I helped her on with her stole, Martha leaned 
back against me. I burst into flames despite myself, 
barely able to refrain from grabbing her. 

Even though Martha had disparaged the Johnson’s 
drinks, she belted down cocktails one after another. 
Pleading a headache early in the evening she begged 
me to drive her home. 

My home, she meant. Not hers. 

After saying our goodbyes to the Johnsons, Martha 
took my arm as we walked down the driveway. 

The moment we got into the car, she wrapped her¬ 
self around me, her hands searching my body. I felt a 
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flush of heat sweeping over my helpless limbs. Finally 
she disposed herself in such manner as to give me room 
to drive. But we stopped two or three times to exchange 
caresses. When^I pulled into the basement parking 
area, I was frantic with desire. Martha sat up, her 
hair tangled, her lipstick smeared. I pulled her closer, 
forcing her lips open with my probing tongue. Her mouth 
nipped and tugged. She smothered me in a volcanic 
embrace. 

I helped her upstairs, my hands fumbling for her in 
the privacy of the elevator. Once inside my apartment, 
she quickly stripped. I gasped, wondering how her pint- 
sized husband could think of coping with this monu¬ 
mental mass of deliciously curved flesh. She stood as tall 
as I, and probably weighed almost as much. 

But the true phenomena were big Marthas appetite 
and capacity for love. The lava of her eruption rolled 
over me time and again. When she had at last satiated 
herself, I lay beside her, an explorer huddling on the 
flanks of a fiery mountain only temporarily quiescent. 

I felt relieved when she went to sleep. She lay flat 
on her back. From time to time her legs twitched— 
was it in recollection or anticipation?—and her pink- 
tipped breasts quivered as if in secret, silent ecstasy. 

I lay quiet. Martha's arms sought me, even in sleep, 
I scarcely breathed, realizing that my slighest move¬ 
ment might wake her and I was in no condition for an 
encore. The wild meeting of our bodies had exhausted 
me. 


Faint pearl-gray light stole through the blinds. Night 
had been washed away by the rising sun. 

Martha, although still asleep, sensed that I was 
awake. Her body stirred. Her eyes still closed, she 
tossed one leg over mine. Her hand searched my torso. 
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I froze. She maneuvered her stiffening nipples closer to 
my chest. 

I held my breath. She moaned in her sleep. My arm, 
crushed beneath her naked back, had grown numb. 

Then she awoke. Her eyes roved over my body. 

Incapable of action, I lay still. 

Her milk-white breasts strained against me. 

Then I rammed my tongue deep into her cavernous 
mouth, yielding when she sweetly reversed the process. 
Her tongue streaked over me. I saw stars. 

“Lover boy,” she moaned, “come to me.” 

I jumped into the feather bed of her embrace. She 
rippled in enthusiasm, squeezed life back into me. 

The awesome jiggling of her breasts filled the whole 
horizon of my vision. Nearly smothered by those de¬ 
liciously resilient globes, I had to beg her to stop. 

She must have remembered an old saying, “You can't 
get blood from a turnip.” She curled up at my side, 
dozed off. 

I, too, drifted off. When I awoke, stray beams of 
sunlight splotched the ceiling. 

Occasional squirms of Martha's body proclaimed 
the trend of her dreams. My foot was asleep, and in 
response to the pins and needles I stirred. With split- 
second timing, she was alert 

This was the most frolicsome mare in the stable. I 
only wish I could have done better by her. 

My temporary weakness had no effect on her own 
smashing series of tidal waves that lifted us both to 
the dizzying heights of the crest and then slid us down 
into the dark, still hollows. 

“Oh, lover boy,” she crooned, “aren't we lucky Hart¬ 
well’s out of town? It's Sunday—we’ve got all dayl” 

“Sunday? Oh, my God, what time is it?” I rose to 
look for my watch. “Lordy, it's nine-thirty. The maid 
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will be here in a few minutes to clean the apartment 
What a damned shame, Martha.” 

I had guessed right. My girl friend cherished her po¬ 
sition at the top of the local social ladder too much 
to jeopardize her reputation. No loose-tongued housemaid 
would find her in a strange man’s bed. 

Casting a reproachful glance at me, she jumped up. 
“I’ve got to get out of here.” 

It took her twenty-five minutes to powder her nose. 
Once again, Martha looked the cool, aloof society wom¬ 
an, albeit a rather large one. But beneath the war 
paint, she was still a bitch in heat. When she kissed me 
goodbye, her avid tongue scorched my mouth. 

“See you later, lover,” she drawled. 

I heaved a sigh of relief. There was no maid com¬ 
ing. I had just wanted to be free of Martha... 

What some men will do, I thought, to raise funds! 


6 

IF handled correctly, a shower can be, so to speak, like 
sex in reverse. That is, it can take you from exhaustion 
to exhilaration, instead of vice versa. One must follow a 
certain procedure. I begin by scalding myself in torrents 
of boiling water. Then I slowly adjust the controls, let¬ 
ting less and less of the heat seep on to my tingling skin. 
When the water has reached room temperature, I sud¬ 
denly twist on jets of ice. This cure seems to affect both 
mind and body, leaving them clear and ready for ac¬ 
tion. 

When Martha had gone, I worked the magic of hydro¬ 
therapy, washing away the remnants of lust That 
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brought me back to life. Wrapping a towel around my 
waist, I stepped out of the shower to examine my skin. 
Bleary eyes stared accusingly back at me from the mirror, 
reminding me of my laxity. I had been avoiding certain 
thoughts, certain questions ever since my return to Bella 
Vista. Just yesterday, Dr. Williams had brought them to a 
head only a few hours before my round-robin session 
with the Pollard family. 

“Bob,” he had said, “how would you like to live in Bella 
Vista permanently? If our campaign is successful, we'll 
have enough money to expand our work. The state uni¬ 
versity might open a branch of its medical school here.” 
He had paused, peering at me with his round, rabbit 
eyes behind thick, rimless glasses. “That means we'll 
need a combined fund-raising and public relations man 
on a fulltime basis. We'll have to have money coming 
in to meet upkeep costs of the new plant and equipment, 
and to handle heavier payroll expenses as well. Now, 
I'm a medical man and maybe something of an adminis¬ 
trator, but as far as the rest of it—well, you seem just 
the man. How about it. Bob. Think you’d be interested?” 

I had stalled, fishing for a cigarette and putting it be¬ 
tween my lips before answering. 

“Well, Doc,” I had hedged, “it's a little early to think 
about that, it seems to me. Since we can’t cross that 
bridge before we build it, shouldn’t we wait and see 
how the campaign comes out and then discuss our fu¬ 
ture projects?" 

Dr. Williams had been disappointed. But he had 
agreed to let me postpone any decision. 

Meanwhile, I was beginning to wonder how wise I had 
been. I was not getting any younger. Should I get mar¬ 
ried? It might be nice to raise some kids. Deep in me 
there had always been the desire to settle down, to make 
a nest, but Janice had spoiled that dream for me because 
I had never been able to find a companion measuring up 
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to her. Long ago I had fled Bella Vista rather than live 
in the same town with her and watch her being someone 
else’s wife. Could I stand it now? I wondered. Certainly, 
years of hotel rooms, of new faces, of easy women, 
had purged me of a desire to rebel. I was no longer a 
restless young stud. I was still afraid of conforming, of 
being just a small, gray-flannel cog in a huge machine— 
yet the part Dr. Williams offered was not that type. It 
would allow me my individuality, my freedom of action. 

You can understand why Bella Vista at once attracted 
and frightened me. 

I liked the hospital and the community—both were 
capable of growth. Citizens had plunged into the early 
phases of the campaign with astonishing enthusiasm. 

Yes, I liked the people and the place—but I was leery 
of floundering for the rest of my life in the position of a 
lorn lover out in the cold, of a torch carrier. And if I 
did decide to make a nest in Bella Vista, with whom 
could it be? 

Then I thought of Felice, Felice Fitzgerald, the super¬ 
visor of nurses at the hospital, to whom I had been in¬ 
troduced two weeks before. More and more that cute 
package had been engaging my attention. But while I 
was greatly attracted to her, there was some question 
as to her enthusiasm for me. 

For the first time in years, I had met someone I had 
wanted to protect from the world. Felice—Fitz—was an 
angel. Gentle, sweet and soft-spoken, she made me feel 
like a clumsy oaf. I avoided analyzing my feelings for 
her too deeply, for fear of getting caught in a sticky web 
of sentimentality. On the other hand, I had to admit she 
charmed me. 

I was both restless and peaceful when with Fitz. On 
our second date, overcome by emotion, I had tried to get 
farther along with her. She had put me down rather se¬ 
verely. 



52 


BELLA VISTA’S WIVES 


Fitz was no prude. She had responded to my kisses, 
but had emphatically resisted more intimate caresses. 

Her rebuffs, however, had served only to increase my 
ardor, had made me more determined to break down her 
feminine defenses. 

After one particularly vigorous wrestling match in my 
parked car, she told me: 

“I want you. Bob. Please remember that. Tm not a 
frigid tease. But neither am I a sex machine. I’m not in¬ 
terested in being a chapter in some mans life story of 
his love affairs. I’m saving myself for my future husband. 
When I give myself to a man, it will be for keeps.” 

I had promptly changed my tactics then. I had strict¬ 
ly laid off the rough stuff. 

Each of us had a goal, a purpose in life. She was on 
the rise in the field of nursing and nurse education. I 
was trying to develop as a specialist in institutional fund¬ 
raising. We could not afford to get deeply involved, not 
unless we were willing to make gestures toward mat¬ 
rimony. It was much too early for that and, besides, do¬ 
mestication was not something I was sure I wanted. 
There were also my feelings for Janice to be considered. 
Fitz, I think, was afraid of getting hurt. I was afraid of 
getting trapped. I wanted her body, but I respected her 
too much to force myself on her. We were in a deadlock. 

But as far as sex was concerned, I figured I still held 
the trump—Janice Gordon. 

Much as I longed to enter Felice Fitzgerald’s per¬ 
fumed garden, I was afraid to turn the key. The thought 
of never finding my way out of that lovely life-time 
trap had me panicked, despite my occasional daydreams 
of marriage, a family. I desired her on my own terms, 
but Felice was simply no girl for fun and games. 

Janice was something else. She had welcomed me 
with open arms. Although I had been unable to get 
together with her since the night we had been inter- 
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rupted by her husband, I was confident that we would 
see each other soon and share our passions. She excit¬ 
ed me. The mere thought of her luscious thighs, her de¬ 
lightful breasts, drove me to distraction. 

If I accepted Dr. Williams’ invitation to remain in 
Bella Vista, would I be able to keep hidden from prying 
eyes the guilty secrets Janice and I would share? Hardly. 

Could I remain here even a few weeks more without 
jeopardizing her position as society matron and mine 
as fund-raising consultant? Or would I, in a rash moment, 
throw caution to the winds and openly woo her, though 
she was the wife of a prominent local citizen? That 
would ruin everything both for Janice and for me. 

Fitz would drop me like a hot potato. 

Simpson, my boss at the main office, would issue walk¬ 
ing papers. 

And Janice would probably end up hating my guts. 

I sighed, reached for my comb and brush. 

Women. 

Then the phone rang, three loud piercing commands. 
Tracking water across the rug, I answered it. 

Who the devil? 

It was Randy Smithers. His cheerful voice calmed me. 
Why should I worry? He took life as it came. I would, 
too. 

"What are you doing for dinner, Bob?" 

“Thought I’d fix a sandwich and mess around the 
apartment." 

“Nonsense. That’s no way to spend a Sunday evening. 
I’ve a better idea. I’ll pick you up about six-thirty." 


Randy had been noncommittal about our destination, 
so I wasn’t prepared for the River House when we ar¬ 
rived there. I hadn’t known anything like it existed in 
Bella Vista. 
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Tall elm trees lined the drive. Randy parked the 
car, and ushered me up the path to the spacious porch. 

The River House could not have been built in a 
more impressive setting. It literally hung on a cliff 
overlooking the lake. 

We walked inside. 

I drew in a quick breath. The room was filled with 
distinguished-appearing men and women, many of them 
clad in full evening dress. 

Randy strode ahead of me, smiling and bowing. 

He stopped to speak to a seated couple. The hulk¬ 
ing man, a sour expression on his face, nodded curtly. 
His companion was a tiny woman with beautiful fea¬ 
tures. Her black hair framed a forehead etched by 
pain. She smiled at me. I wondered, briefly, why she 
suffered. 

When I bent down to shake her hand, I understood. 
She was crippled. A fur cape, slung over the back of 
her wheelchair, had concealed it from view. 

Moira Winston’s voice was as clear as a bell. She 
gracefully acknowledged Randy's introduction. 

“I’m sure we’ll see you later—upstairs,” she said, as 
we departed. Her warm eyes smiled into mine. 

I felt my skin tingling. 

What had she meant? 

Later, Randy told me about Moira Winston. 

She had been paralyzed from the waist down for 
more than a year. Her husband, a religious fanatic, had 
refused to let any medical man touch her. 

“Moira suffered a minor brain hemorrhage last Octo¬ 
ber. John considers surgery a sin. He refused Doc 
Hanson permission to operate. When Moira came out 
of her coma, she demanded that something be done. 
By that time, it was too late. So there she sits, a beau¬ 
tiful woman, unnecessarily made an invalid, dead from 
the waist down.” 



BELLA VISTAS WIVES 


55 


“Poor thing," I said. 

“She bears it like a saint,” Randy continued, “but 
I often wonder whether or not she hates John Win¬ 
ston.” 

Minutes later, Winston wheeled Moira from the din¬ 
ing room. As I watched her, admiring the erect way in 
which she carried herself in the chair, someone came up 
behind us. 

“Good evening. Dr. Smithers.” 

I looked up into a thick-jowled, oily face. Randy in¬ 
troduced the man to me. He was Blade Butcher, who 
ran the River House. 

“Any action tonight, Blade?” Randy asked. 

Blade nodded, dead-pan. “Plenty. Feel up to it?” 

“Come on, Bob.” Randy stood up. “The boys have 
a friendly game going in the back room.” 

Butcher led us through a concealed door to an ele¬ 
vator which we entered. The cage rose quietly to a stop 
two floors above. 

There Butcher ushered us into a brightly lighted gam¬ 
ing room, a miniature Monte Carlo. Crystal chandeliers 
hung from the ceiling. Bosomy girls in evening gowns 
or swirling, abbreviated skirts took orders for drinks 
from the crowd. 

Then I saw Moira Winston. Her disapproving hus¬ 
band stood stiffly at attention while she placed a bet, 
her face radiant. She looked up, winked at me, turned 
back to the roulette table. 

“Whats your weakness, Mr. Jennings—blackjack, 
chuck-a-luck or poker?” Butcher asked me. 

“All of them,” I replied. “Which one will pay me 
off?” 

‘Try blackjack,” he advised. “Then if you win. I’ll 
get it back from you at roulette.” 

“Well, I'm not much of a player,” I said, “but on 
the other hand, I don’t have much to lose.” 
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At the teller's cage, I bought twenty-five dollars’ 
worth of chips, causing him to raise his eyebrows, al¬ 
though not to the height that Blade's ditto were lifted. 

“I told you,” I said, “I don't have much to lose.” 

We elbowed our way to a table, littered with red, 
yellow and blue chips. 

At first, I played cautiously. Then, when my stack 
of chips began to grow, I decided to ride my luck for 
a while. 

Butcher eyed me suspiciously. “I thought you said you 
couldn’t play,” he said. 

“I can’t.” 

“Tell you what,” he suggested. “Switch to roulette. 
We’ll be able to judge by that whether you’re good— 
or just lucky.” 

I picked up my chips and moved to where the ball 
whirred and clicked in the numbered wheel. I hoped 
it was a straight game. Roulette is easy for the house 
to fix. On consideration, I decided that Butcher would 
be too smart to rig a wheel and thereby risk alienating 
Bella Vista’s best, smartest and wealthiest people. After 
all, roulette odds are heavily in favor of the house with¬ 
out artificial assistance. 

Moira Winston raised her eyes long enough to spot 
me, and throw a quick smile. Thus encouraged, I sat 
down next to her. 

The ball whirred. The wheel spun. 

I played conservatively, avoiding the long-shot num¬ 
bers to place even-odd or red-black bets. My luck held, 
and I won steadily. 

“Mind if I jump on, Mr. Jennings?” Moira asked. 

“Not at all. I only hope fortune gives us a good 
ride.” 

Moira backed every bet I made. Her bets were much 
larger. She plunged every time our number came up. 
I continued to win, oblivious to the worried looks Blade 
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Butcher and his dealer exchanged. It was not me they 
were worried about. Moira was the one with the big 
take. 

About midnight, I decided I had had enough. “Well, 
that’s it,” I announced. “Tomorrow’s another day.” 

“I’m sorry you’re quitting, Mr. Jennings,” Moira said. 
“You’ve brought me luck. I owe you a good turn. How 
about lunching with me tomorrow?” 

“Fine,” I said, And I meant it. 

I had won more than twelve hundred dollars. 

I handed a twenty-dollar bill to Blade’s morose 
dealer. 

“You should gamble full time,” he said. “You might 
get rich.” 

“Don’t give that boy any ideas,” Randy chuckled. 
“He’s got work to do.” 

“Do come back, Mr. Jennings,” Butcher invited as 
we passed through the lobby. Yd like a chance to get 
even.” 

He tossed me a key to the elevator. 

“We’re open day and night—except Sunday morn¬ 
ings,” Butcher said. “That gives the staff a chance to 
go to church.” 

In the car, riding home via the lake road, I thanked 
Randy heartily. 

“It was a pleasure,” I said. “Winning money always 
is” 

He chuckled. “Look, I had a little business in mind, 
too. That’s why I introduced you to the Winstons.” 

“You mean he’s loaded?” 

“Of course he is. You know the Interlock Fabricoid 
combine? He’s manager of the midwest division, and 
looking forward to a still higher niche.” 

“But I thought you said he was against doctors,” I 
objected. “That would mean he objects to hospitals, too.” 
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“Oh, I doubt if he would help the campaign,” Randy 
said. “But my hunch is that Moira can do it a lot of 
good—and would be glad to.” 


7 

HANDY was right. The next day, at lunch in her man¬ 
sion, Moira Winston made out a check for three thou¬ 
sand dollars to the Community Hospital Fund. 

u l haven't won in nearly a year,” she confessed. “You 
brought me luck. And I had a lot of fun, so—” 

“You're more than generous,” I said. 

“Oh, I won twice that much.” 

“Really? Well, rest assured that your contribution will 
be put to good use.” 

Moira smiled, shifted herself in her wheel chair, and 
sipped the coffee which a serving maid had poured. 

I looked around the room, admiring the Queen Anne 
furnishings, the elaborate woodwork, the tall French 
windows set off by purple drapes. They made a dra¬ 
matic setting for the pinched, ethereal beauty of Moira's 
face, a countenance as pallid as ivory beneath her dark 
hair, yet enlivened by vivacious blue eyes and a ready 
smile. 

“What do you think of the fund campaigns pros¬ 
pects, Mr. Jennings?” 

Drinking my coffee, I responded with the usual gen¬ 
eralities. They did not satisfy my hostess. She darted 
keen, probing questions at me, until I found myself 
evaluating the drive for her in realistic terms. 

“What you mean,” she said finally, "is that Bella 
Vista may be too smug and self-satisfied to do the hard 
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work, the digging, required to raise a sum so large.” 

“That’s right. The money is here. But, as in other 
communities, to shake it loose requires more effort 
than most folks are willing to admit. They like to think 
of their town as generous—as ready to come across 
spontaneously. That just doesn’t work” I said. “After 
all, were asking every man, woman and child in Bella 
Vista to ante up thirty or forty dollars. Some of the 
children won’t be able to come up with that much.” 

“And some of their elders might not be willing to 
make up the difference—is that it?” 

“Exactly,” I said. 

“Like my husband.” 

That took me by surprise. She correctly interpreted 
my silence as tact. 

“Look, Bob—you don’t mind if I call you Bob, do 
you?—I’m in your corner. So let’s talk frankly. You 
must have heard that John is a nut on the subject of 
hospitals and medicine. He doesn’t believe in them. In 
fact, he would do anything, to thwart your committee’s 
ambitions.” 

The tiny gesture she made with her hand was eloquent. 
Her tone and expression remained the same. But she 
was touching on things very private, very personal, and 
the air was charged with electricity. 

I felt as if I had no right to hear Moira Winston’s 
confessions. But in a flat, matter-of-fact voice, she con¬ 
tinued in the same vein. 

“John is terribly ambitious. He’s done well, but he’s 
still not satisfied. He intends to go all the way to the 
top. His career means more to him than anything—in¬ 
cluding his wife, I’m sure. Especially now that I’m 
not available to him in bed.” 

So the bitter resentment which Randy Smithers had 
suspected really did exist. And hearing it expressed 
in such a calm and impersonal manner made her feel- 
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ings toward her husband seem all the more savage and 
frightening. 

With about as much overt emotion as a statistician 
reporting the results of a market survey, Moira told 
me the whole story of her husband’s rise in his company, 
his hopes for future, his prospects. The entire executive- 
suite setup was explained to me. 

But the big thing was that Moira gave me the names 
of the men connected with his business who could make 
John Winston jump. She talked particularly of the 
corporation president, Wilson Monaghan, to whom 
John was directly responsible. 

Winston himself came in about three, o'clock. By that 
time I knew so many of his secrets that it discon¬ 
certed me to face him. It was like seeing a preacher 
mount his pulpit the morning after you had encountered 
him drunk in a brothel. 

Happily unaware of my state of mind, John Winston 
put himself out to be cordial and hospitable. 

*Tm glad Moira has added someone from out of 
town to her circle of friends. She’s so much smarter than 
the rest of us in Bella Vista that we must bore her 
to death. Wont you have a drink, Mr. Jennings? I 
know Moira will enjoy it if you stay and share the 
cocktail hour.” 

He had his back turned to us, mixing drinks at the 
wheeled cart in the corner, when Moira spoke: “Mr. 
Jennings and I have been discussing the hospital cam¬ 
paign, dear. I’ve offered to help him in any way I 
can.” 

I detected a stiffening of Winston’s back. Silently, 
he went on fixing the drinks. There was no change 
in his posture as the cordial host when he returned to the 
table with the filled glasses. But I suddenly wished 
that Moira had not told me about their personal lives. 
When the time came to leave, I hurriedly escaped. 
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A sizable contribution from John Winston would, of 
course, be helpful to the campaign; every big gift was. 
But John had even more potential value. If he could be 
persuaded to give despite his publicly known aversion 
to hospitals, it would help persuade even the most re¬ 
calcitrant of other citizens. Moreover, men who did 
business with Winstons company might think it politic 
to increase the size of their own gifts if they believed 
that Winston had submerged his professed hostility to 
all things medical. 

Yes, John Winston's name on our donor's list would 
be as valuable to us as his monetary contribution. 

Maybe it wasn't right to go against the man's con¬ 
victions. Maybe I was embarrassed to know the se¬ 
crets and hidden tensions of his married life with Moira. 
But I decided to put the screws to John Winston. 


The next morning, only J. F. Simpsons occasional 
grunts indicated that anyone was on the other end of 
the long-distance line. I gave him the full run-down 
on the Winston situation. The silence that followed prob¬ 
ably cost the campaign fifteen dollars in toll charges 
before the old man responded. 

^ “I don't know this Monaghan, but once or twice 
Ive met the chairman of Winston's company," he said. 
Hes a big wheel in charity and civic work here—and 
probably management would want their local boys to 
participate out there. Helps the corporate image. Let 
me see what I can find out about Wilson Monaghan, 
Now, Bob, here's what I want you to do..." 

I was to impress upon the local campaign leaders 
that nailing Winston could be important to the drive. 
I was to force them to move along two lines of attack. 
First, they were to exert pressure on Winston him¬ 
self in every way possible. Secondly, they were to get 
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word to his corporate bosses that the company's com¬ 
munity relations might suffer if their local executive 
stood in the way of progress toward a bigger and bet¬ 
ter Bella Vista. It was standard operating procedure- 
groundwork for a more direct attack as soon as one 
became feasible. 

The fact that we were playing with a man's business 
career and private life did not trouble the boss or me. 
Winston was just a card in the game. We were not 
concerned with what the outcome might be for him per¬ 
sonally. 

I felt different about Moira. Aside from her co¬ 
operation, she was a bright and fascinating companion. 
The very absence of sex from our relationship removed 
the barrier that normally makes impossible honest com¬ 
munication between a man and a woman. It was the 
first time since I had begun shaving that I had as¬ 
sociated with a female without trying to maneuver her 
into bed. 

Her physical infirmity prevented any shadow of 
suspicion from clouding our friendship. Even John Win¬ 
ston seemed genuinely glad that Moira had found 
someone to interest her. Not only did he approve of 
our spending time together; he actually encouraged my 
entertaining her when he was tied up with business or 
away on a business trip. 

Probably as a compensation for the frustration of 
her sexless and immobile condition, Moira tirelessly 
sought excitement through other channels. Her chief 
preoccupation was gambling. As for me, I was still wait¬ 
ing for Janice to call me about the rendezvous she had 
promised to arrange, and for which we both were so 
eager. And while I saw Nurse Fitz occasionally at 
the hospital or for a quiet dinner somewhere, I did 
not pursue her out of respect for her chaste preferences. 
So I found myself with some time on my hands. 
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I doubt if John F. Simpson, the head of my firm, 
would have approved of roulette as a fund-raising tech¬ 
nique. However, he wholeheartedly endorsed the use 
of women and had mentioned it to me a number of 
times. 

“Remember, Bob, that in this racket we are noth¬ 
ing more than financial pimpshe had said once to 
me in his rough-tough way. “More men are screwed out 
of their money in bed than in public meetings. Your 
first job is to get the girls on your side. Put them to 
work for you. At heart, every woman likes to be paid 
for what she’s got. She gets a special boot out of 
putting the squeeze on her husband before uncrossing 
her legs. It makes her feel like a kept woman, but safe 
at the same time. If you can get a drive to be the 
subject of pillow talk, you’ve got it made/’ 

I had smiled. 

“Besides,” he had added, “You’re a double benefactor 
that way. You help a worthy cause and you also im¬ 
prove the community’s love life." 

I felt justified on this score as well as others, then, 
in recruiting Janice for the campaign against her hus¬ 
band. 

This bit of skullduggary might not have been neces¬ 
sary if J. Howard Gordon had proved somewhat more 
receptive to my proposition that he contribute his paint¬ 
ing to the drive. 

One evening I called at his home to give him the 
pitch. His response was violent. 

Damn it, Jennings, don’t you tell me how to give 
my money away,” he roared. “Who the hell is chairman 
of this campaign, anyway? You’re here to help me, not 
boss me. Understand?” 

He brushed aside my attempt to explain the tax ad¬ 
vantages of handling his gift in the proposed way. He 
would not let me make the point that he could be a 
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double-barreled hero. He stamped out of his library 
in disgust. Janice lingered for a moment. 

Gordon had the same instinctive dislike of me that I 
had of him. Perhaps he had heard some chatter about 
Janice and me. I could not accept the possibility that 
beneath this thick hide there might lurk a rudimentary 
aesthetic appreciation, so that he might want to keep the 
painting for its own sake. How could anyone of his 
caliber take pleasure and pride in a piece of fine 
art? 

It pleased me immensely that Janice agreed with 
me. 

“Why, that dumb ox doesn’t know the difference 
between a Jackson Pollock and a Norman Rockwell,” 
she exclaimed. “He’d rather own the original of a Sat¬ 
urday Evening Post cover than the best work of a 
great modernist. I practically had to go on a hunger 
strike to get him to buy that painting.” 

To be truthful, the picture on the library wall made 
me feel slightly sick. It was a messy concoction of wild 
clashing colors and shapeless masses by an abstract ex¬ 
pressionist of whom I had never heard. The guy had 
probably been a lot happier about selling the monstrosity 
than having painted it. 

But art was Cripps’ department; money was mine. I 
ventured no critical judgment aloud. 

“You’ll get your picture. Don’t worry,” promised 
Janice. 

She sealed her pledge with a searing kiss. Instantly 
I forgot the painting, the campaign, everything but 
Janice. But she repulsed my insistent embrace with si¬ 
lent determination. 

“No, Bob. He’s right in the house. We’ve got to be 
careful. Just wait—please.” 

She kissed me again, her tongue exploring my mouth. 

The knowledge that J. Howard Gordon could have 
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her lovely body infuriated me. I wanted to revenge my¬ 
self on him through her. 

After all, I had found Janice first, long before Gor¬ 
don had married her, and I regarded her as my per¬ 
sonal discovery. 

The question was, how would I make her my personal 
possession? 


8 

SINCE returning to Bella Vista, I had not bothered 
to look up many of my old friends, the fellows and girls 
with whom I had gone to high school and who, in a 
couple of cases, had gone through college with me. I did 
call a few, but found out that they had all but forgotten 
me; or else their families told me they had moved to 
greener pastures. One lad who used to bowl with 
me had been recently killed, I was told, when his heli¬ 
copter had been shot down by the Vietnamese. 

As a professional, however, I was not at all satis¬ 
fied with tlie progress of the Community Hospital 
drive to date. I could tote up, in pledges and cash re¬ 
ceived, less than half of the first million of the two 
which were our goal. It was obvious to me that I 
would have to stir up more action, and plenty of it. 
I cast about in my mind for some old acquaintance to 
whom I could personally appeal for money or help, 
and who would be in a position to deliver either or 
both. 

Suddenly I snapped my fingers. Of coursel Bill Bax¬ 
ter. Not only had we been pretty good friends at 
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one time but his father was supposed to be the richest 
man in Bella Vista, which was saying plenty. 

I called him from my office at the hospital. He 
greeted me enthusiastically, promised to meet me at the 
bar in Bella Vistas only hotel, that very evening. 


Deciding I might as well dine at the hotel, I drove 
over early, was given a table in the restaurant ad¬ 
joining the bar. 

I had just taken a seat when a man came over to 
the table. 

He looked vaguely familiar. Everything about him 
was blurry: the voice, the fleshy features, the glazed 
eyes. 

“Whatsa matter, Bobby, boy—don’tcha ’member me?” 

I stared hard, trying to pierce the blur and corpu¬ 
lence. Finally I discerned the man underneath. 

“Baxter—Bill Baxter?” 

“Hell, yes. How the hell are you? Didn’t figure you’d 
be here so early.” 

“I wanted to eat.” 

“An’ I wanted to drink. Thass why I came early.” 
He laughed wheezily, and dumped himself into a chair. 
He nearly missed the seat and as his head wavered to¬ 
ward mine a powerful smell of alcohol enveloped me. 

The waitress brought my beef stew. 

“Would you like something to eat, Bill? Or a drink?” 

“You heard the man, baby. Jus’ tell the bartender it’s 
for Bill Baxter. He knows my poison.” 

It was hard to connect this gross, crude man with 
the Bill Baxter I had known. Incongruously, a page 
from the high school year book came to me: William 
Baxter , Our Prince Charming , his picture had been cap¬ 
tioned. And beneath it in boldface type had been the 
legend, Voted the Most Likely to Succeed. 
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For we had believed that Bill Baxter would succeed 
without even trying. Success had been his due, and not 
because he was the only son and heir of a man bound¬ 
lessly wealthy. The fact was that Bill had great en- 
ergy and initiative in the pursuit of scholarly aclueve- 
ment. His particular interest had been archaeology; we 
had expected him to become a renowned figure in that 
field. 

Old man Baxter, of course, had not had to work for 
a living. No one in his family had felt the spur of 
any economic necessity for three generations. His staff 
of experts took care of his investments. He had 
power-and proxies—enough to make corporations jump 
in accordance with his whims. Old Man Baxter had 
been beyond anybody’s reach. 

But by some quirk all this had not spoiled Bill. He 
had taken his good fortune for granted, as he had taken 
his good looks and natural charm, without flaunting his 
assets and making himself objectionable. Back in high 
school he had had a pleasing personality and had been 
well liked, working hard to make the basketball team. 
His ramshackle 1930 roadster had been the most dis¬ 
reputable and temperamental of all the jalopies on 
the school parking lot. 

Been a long time, Bobby, boy,” he mumbled, “Lots 
of water under the belt since then. With a leetle 
something mixed in, hey?” 

His red-rimmed, watery eyes peered out from a 
puffy face. 

“How come you’re back in this hick town. Bob? 
Thought you had more sense.” 

Here on business, Bill. I’m in fund-raising. I’m han¬ 
dling the hospital campaign.” 

No foolin? Well, Til be damned! Maybe I can help 
you out. But right now, Bobby, boy, we got a per- 
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sonal reunion to celebrate. What you drinkin’ these 
days?” 

He grabbed the waitress’ arm when she put his 
drink before him. 

“Wait a minute, honey. Gotta get a drink for my old 
buddy, here.” 

The girl did not attempt to conceal her aversion as 
she hurried away. When she returned with my drink, 
she approached the table from my side. 

Bill’s glass was already empty. 

“Here’s to the good ol’ days, Bobby, ol’ kid.” He 
gulped down the final swallow. 

“Hey, Joe, fill ’em up,” he shouted across the room 
to the bartender. Then he roared at me: “Finish your 
coffee, Bobby, and let’s go. I know better places than 
this. Man, we got some catching up to do.” 

The better places Bill Baxter led me to were sleazy, 
overdecorated, underlighted cocktail lounges that tried 
unsuccessfully to look chic. There was a crumby night¬ 
club with a bored jazz trio and watered drinks. Then 
a sinister, after-hours honkytonk outside the city limits. 
B-girls called him “Willie, honey.” Waiters greeted 
him unctuously as “Mister Baxter,” but I caught one 
of them winking at another. 

When the reunion dribbled to its moist conclusion, Bill 
said thickly, “You drive, Bobby, boy. My eyes ain’t 
what they used to be. Prolly need glasses.” 

By the time I had pulled into the curved driveway 
of the Baxter mansion, Bill was out cold. All I had 
learned during the rambling course of the evening 
was: “Still got my freedom, kid. Playing the field and 
living in the ol’ homestead. Always a honeymooner, 
boy, but nary a groom.” 

I rifled his pockets until I discovered a key ring. 
Opening the door, I roused him sufficiently to be able 
to drag him into the house. 
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In the hall, I eased him into a chair and was won¬ 
dering where to take him when a voice called faintly. 

“Who’s there? Is that you, William?” 

The words came from behind a heavy, paneled door 
at the left of the foyer. 

“William is here, all right. I’m a friend of his.” 

The spooky figure that emerged from the hallway 
scared me. It was draped in the long sagging folds of a 
Victorian nightgown. On the skull-like head was a 
tassled nightcap. It leaned on two canes that seemed 
like extensions of its bony arms. 

The hard eyes took in the scene, first looking at the 
inert body of Bill before turning accusingly to me. 

“Who are you? Do I know you?” 

I felt like a school kid caught raiding a neighbors 
apple tree. 

‘Tm Robert Jennings, Mr. Baxter. I used to live here 
in Bella Vista. I went to school with your son.” 

His supicious eyes searched my face. 

Yes, I remember. Your father was a lawyer. Dead, 
now, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, sir ” 

He stood slightly to one side of the door. 

“Bring the body in here,” he ordered. “And don’t make 
too much noise. I don’t want to awaken the butler.” 

He led me into an impressive library. I remembered 
the room from the times I had been there during my 
youth. I recognized the gigantic carved desk and heavy 
easy chairs. Filled bookcases rose from floor to ceiling. 

I noticed only one change. In the room now was a studio 
couch. The rumpled covers indicated the couch recent¬ 
ly had been occupied. 

Drop him there. The old man pointed with his sharp 
chin to a big leather sofa. He saw my curious glance. 

“I live here now,” he snapped. “Can’t get up and 
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down the stairs on these damned things. Its easier 
to stay down here." 

He leaned heavily on his canes, proceeding on weak 
legs to the bed. He sat down, glancing contemptuous¬ 
ly at his snoring son whom 1 had placed on the couch. 

Til talk to him in the morning. You can go now." 

“Good night, sir." 

The harsh voice stopped me as I was pulling shut the 
door. 

“By the way, Jennings, what do I owe you for your 
trouble?" 

I did not attempt to conceal the irritation in my 
reply. “Are you kidding? Bill is a friend of mine." 

He snorted. “Fine friends you've got. Well... Turn 
out the foyer lights, will you?" 

My car was parked in the lot outside the restaurant 
where Bill and I had met. I drove home in Baxters 
car, realizing that time had not mellowed old Samuel 
Baxter. 

Next morning, we discussed old Sam at a commit¬ 
tee session. 

“Sam will be the richest man in the graveyard," Bill 
Begley, the accountant, remarked dryly. 

“There must be some way we can get to him,” Gordon 
insisted. 

“If you do, Howie, you'll be the first one. Oh, he'll 
give a token gift—fifteen hundred dollars, maybe. The 
way somebody in our circumstances might flip a dime 
to a beggar. But he won't give anything approaching 
the amount he should. He never has given decently 
to any campaign. Even when his wife was alive, he'd 
never come across. She had to contribute from her own 
allowance. And that wasn’t too damned big, either." 

Nobody ever mentioned Bill Baxter. As far as the 
committee was concerned, Bill was subhuman. 

When Bill dropped by my office the following day, 
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there was a subtly stronger suggestion of the boy I 
had known. He was more neatly dressed. Bloodshot 
eyes stared at me from a pale face. 

“Hi, Bob. We must have had quite a night. You do 
have my car, don’t you? I hope to God I didn’t drive.” 

I tossed the keys over to him. 

“No, you were—uh, indisposed. I drove.” 

He sat down. 

“Old man give you trouble when we came in?” 

“He wasn’t exactly happy.” 

“You’re lucky you weren’t around this morning. Mat¬ 
ter of fact, though, he did pay you a compliment. 
Said you hold your liquor better than I do.” 

“I hadn’t wrapped myself around so much of it.” 

“Are you about through for the day, Bob? It’s nearly 
five. I’ll drive you to wherever you left your car. 
Least I can do.” 

At the restaurant parking lot, Bill regarded me shyly. 

“Would you be willing to come home with me, Bob? 
I’d like you to have dinner with me.” 

When I hesitated, he smiled wryly. 

“Don’t worry—the master dines alone in his lair. I 
doubt if he will bother us.” 

What could I do? I accepted his invitation. 


The. huge dining room seemed virtually unoccupied 
despite our presence. The butler who served us glided 
in and out as if on ice skates. He brought delicious, 
piping-hot dishes. 

Bill showed occasional sparks of his old humor and 
charm, but a pall of indefinable sadness hung over him. 
He was only a wraith of the Bill Baxter I used to 
know. 

We both looked up in surprise when a rasping voice 
cut in, “Oh. So you have company, I see.” 
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Dressed in black trousers and a velvet smoking 
jacket and leaning heavily on his twin canes, the old 
man stood in the doorway. 

“Well? Aren’t you going to invite me to join you?” 

“Certainly, Dad.” Bill jumped up to pull out a chair. 
Samuel Baxter eased himself into it. “Milk for me— 
warm,” he told the butler. 

“What have you been doing since you left Bella Vista, 
Jennings?” 

Old Baxter controlled the conversation, questioned 
me relentlessly about my profession. When he had sucked 
me dry, he shifted the talk to politics. 

“What do New Yorkers think about the administra¬ 
tion?” he demanded. 

I did my best to enlighten him. 

He listened impatiently, then said, ‘Well, weve got 
more sense out here. Were too smart to be hoodwinked 
by all those empty promises.” 

For the first time, Bill ventured a comment. He 
remarked that the man in power had won by a big 
majority. 

“What the devil do you know about it? Not a 
damned thing” 

The reprimand was as curt and cruel as a blow from 
one of his canes. I felt sorry for Bill. He withdrew 
into his shell, acutely embarrassed. 

I had witnessed a similar incident many years be¬ 
fore. Bill and I, seniors in high school, had waited im¬ 
patiently for summer to come so that we could work 
as counselors at a boys* camp. 

Bill enthusiastically had told his father about our plans. 

“You’re not going” his father had said. “I have re¬ 
peatedly told you, William, that you are never to make 
any decision without first consulting me. Do you un¬ 
derstand that?” 

I wondered how many other times Bill had been 
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brutally slapped down. I assumed that his silent with¬ 
drawal was the result of frequently-occurring rebuffs. 
He had channeled his defiance into self-destructive out¬ 
lets rather than face up to his old man. 

“Will you excuse us, Father? Bob and I have an 
appointment.” 

“Appointment? With whom? A bartender?” 

I had no desire for a repetition of the previous 
night. Yet I could not bring myself to desert Bill after 
what had just happened. 

VJu$t a couple of quick drinks, then home to beddy- 
bye,” he assured me, as we climbed into his car. 


We sat in a garish night spot in a grubby part of 
town. The juke box screeched. 

Bill plunged into the liquor like a high diver into a 
pool. He swallowed three to my one, and gradually 
became more expansive. 

Girls draped themselves over the bar, waiting for 
suckers. 

“Hey, Florette,” Bill called, “how about a little pri¬ 
vate show tonight?” 

The bleached blonde whom Bill had addressed re¬ 
sponded with a suggestive smile. 

“Sure, Willie, why not? Curtain-time in five minutes. 
You know where.” 

She pulled another girl along with her. They disap¬ 
peared into a back room. 

“Now, you're really gonna see something you never 
saw before in lil ol’ Bella Vista,” Bill assured me. 

It was an ordinary bedroom into which he brought me. 

“Sit down, Bobby, boy,” he ordered, pointing to a 
couple of chairs near the door. “Now, just you wait.” 

The first girl came in followed by the other. The 
second was dressed in mans trousers and shirt. Her 
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costume in no way disguised her sex. Her breasts 
bulged out so that the buttons almost popped. 

Neither girl uttered a word as the one in trousers 
patted the fanny of the other. 

They paid no attention to us as they pantomimed 
a man picking up a woman. They pawed each other, 
kissed and embraced. “He” stripped her while she 
grabbed frantically at “him.” 

The pair clutched each other in grinding simulation 
of passion and wrestled their way to the bed. 

Bill’s hand pounded my knee as he chuckled at the 
performance. 

'"Whatta you think of that? Really something, hey, 
Bob?” 

X felt like gagging. The two writhed together on the 
bed, to an accompaniment of shrill cries and pretend¬ 
ed ecstasy. 

It was revolting. But Bill appeared fascinated. His 
eyes were glued on the pair. 

“Come on, Bob. Lets get in the act.” 

The girls waited expectantly. He was so excited 
that he seemed to have forgotten my presence. 

He lunged into bed with the squealing, giggling girls. 
Quietly, I left the room ... 


9 

MOIRA WINSTON, characteristically, offered me the 
prize suggestion of the year, although at the moment 
it did not register. 

I had dropped in to see her at her home to discuss 
campaign problems and tactics. As usual, I had profited 
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from her sound insight and common sense. Right now, 
I needed a speaker for the kick-off dinner, and the speak¬ 
er had to be better than good because all the prospec¬ 
tive big-gift donors would be assembled. 

Moira half-closed her eyes in thought, then she looked 
directly at me, a quizzical smile curving her perfect lips. 

“Have you ever heard Wilson Monaghan speak? He’s 
terrific/’ 

I frowned, trying to place the name. “Monaghan?” I 
repeated. 

Then I saw sardonic gleam in her eyes. The name 
clicked. I remembered that Wilson Monaghan was pres¬ 
ident of the firm for which John Winston worked. 

I could have picked her up, wheel-chair and all, and 
danced around the room with her. What she had said 
made more than sense—it was a stroke of sheer genius. 
We would be able to kill two birds with one stone. 
As she explained to me, Monaghan was not only a na¬ 
tionally prominent business figure; in conjunction with 
the board chairman and other corporate officials, he had 
raised or had donated hundreds of thousands to worthy 
campaigns similar to this one. 

And if John Winston’s boss keynoted the campaign, 
wouldn’t that put Winston in a nice, tight, little bind? 

How could he afford to oppose the hospital drive? Or 
even hold himself aloof from the campaign? 

I felt rather sorry for Winston. But not sorry enough 
to repress a warm thrill of triumph. 

That afternoon, on the telephone, I sensed a tiny hint 
of admiration in J. F/s response: 

My boy, you’ve got something there. It should work 
out all right. Now, listen to me. You get busy on your 
campaign committee—sell them on inviting Monaghan. 
111 do my best to see that the old bird accepts. I’ll try to 
get at him through the chairman of the board.” 

J. F. Simpson’s instructions made me quaver. I did not 
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think I could sell any idea whatever to J. Howard Gor¬ 
don. We had been a long way from bosom buddies even 
before my unsuccessful attempt to con him into donating 
the picture. Lately, his coolness had dived to the freezing 
point. I think he resented the fact that leadership of the 
campaign, including organization of most of the ideas, 
had passed into my hands although he was head of the 
campaign committee. I considered this a most foolish 
attitude. I had been hired to do a job, and I was doing 
it. The glory and credit could go to him and his col¬ 
leagues on the committee. He knew that all I could get 
out of the project was a commission on the percentage 
that would go to the J. F. Simpson Company. 

After the telephone conversation with J. F., however, 
I gathered up my courage, put on my most courteous 
smile, and braced J. Howard Gordon in his office. 

“Well?” Gordon bellowed belligerently. 

I gave it to him straight, laying the whole idea right 
on the line. 

We discussed it for a while, he coming up with all 
sorts of objections, most of which had to do with taking 
the play and the publicity away from local big-shots like 
himself. Just the same, it seemed to me that his final 
words indicated he would ultimately agree to inviting 
Monaghan. 

“Ill have to think about it,” Gordon said. “I'll let you 
know when I decide, Jennings.” 

Sure enough, that night at the meeting of the campaign 
steering committee, Gordon brought up the subject. ‘Tve 
got an idea, boys. What do you think of inviting Wilson 
Monaghan to address our kick-off dinner?” 

There was a murmur of approval. That group of Wall 
Street Journal subscribers instantly recognized the Mon¬ 
aghan name. Gordon did not have to spell out for them 
the full implications. And since everyone there clearly 
read the picture, approval was quick. 
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*1 met Wilson in Florida last year,” Gordon bragged. 
“Winston introduced me to him. IVe already made in¬ 
quiries by telephone ... I understand Monaghan is in 
Los Angeles right now, but if you say the word, Ill fly 
out there Thursday and talk to him. Tm pretty sure I 
can persuade him to accept.” 

I did not feel that Monaghan would respond to an in¬ 
vitation from Gordon. So I phoned my boss and urged 
him immediately to pull every string possible to as¬ 
sure Monaghan’s co-operation. The fact that Gordon had 
walked away with all the credit for my idea—or, rather, 
Moiras—bothered me not a bit. After all, I had not giv¬ 
en her credit when I had first spoken to Gordon of the 
project. 


Thursday afternoon, knowing Gordon was out of town, 
I violated Janices injunction and called her at home. She 
was evasive at first, but I insisted. 

“All right,” she finally agreed. “I’ll meet you. But not 
here. Take me to dinner at the country club.” 

I had to go along with her plan, although I had hoped 
that our rendezvous would be in a more secluded spot. 

I did not pick her up in my Thunderbird. She went 
to the club alone, and I joined her in the bar; we tried 
to make it look as if the meeting were entirely accidental. 
As we sipped our pre-dinner martinis, I could feel my¬ 
self shaking. I was in such a fever of excitement that it 
was difficult to hide my emotions from the bartender 
and the folks near us at the bar. 

In the dining room, as we lingered over coffee, I 
sensed that at long last I was going to get what I wanted. 

I was sure of it when she said, “I had to take a taxi 
out here. Bob. Would you mind driving me home?” 

I jumped at the chance, silently cursing the prudish 
ass whose idea it had been to floodlight the club parking 
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lot. Restraining my impulse to kiss her, I started the car, 
nearly stripping gears in my haste to pull out. 

I parked in a field by the side of a deserted road. She 
came eagerly into my arms and her open lips met mine 
in a hot communion. She allowed me to slide under her, 
her rounded derriere squirming its welcome to my pul¬ 
sating body. 

Trembling, I opened her dress, then her bra, my hand 
closing on her full breasts. I fumbled for her stiffening 
nipples, kissed them thirstily. 

Could I do everything at once—fondle her, kiss her, 
possess her? 

I could try. 

Clumsily, I peeled back the dress from her shoulders 
with one hand, while the other gently explored her thigh 
moving upward. 

Tantalized by the soft caresses of her own busy fin¬ 
gers, I grew more urgent. 

“No, Janice, no!” I cried. I had wanted her to wait 
but now I could no longer arrest my hot desire until I 
seemed to feel the sudden fiery eruption of a thousand 
volcanoes. And at the same moment, I drew back, 
shocked and annoyed. Because of Mother Nature’s mean 
trick, we would be unable to consummate our passion. 

“Damn it, Jan, you should have told me-” 

“I’m sorry, Bob.” 

“What are you trying to do—tease me to death?” 

“Darling, I couldn’t help it. Oh, Bob, I’m as disappoint¬ 
ed as you are, believe me.” 

Her lips sought to atone with abandoned kisses, but 
I could only respond half-heartedly to her. Later, when 
we had reassembled our clothes, I said, “Janice, I want 
you—more than ever.” 

“I know, darling. I want you, too. Well have each oth¬ 
er—properly and completely. I promise.” 
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“You don't understand. I want you for all time. I want 
you to marry me.” 

“You're overlooking one slight obstacle, darling. I hap¬ 
pen to have a husband already.” 

“You could divorce him.” 

“Oh, Bob, sweet, I wish I could. You don't know how 
much I'd like to. But nothing's changed. If anything. I'm 
more spoiled than ever. I could never be happy poor. 
You know that.” 

“All right, Janice. Suppose I did have big money? 
Would you get a divorce and marry me then?” 

“Dear Bob, let's not kid ourselves. Things happen that 
way only in fairy tales. How could you get that kind of 
money?” 

That question kept echoing in my head. Long after I 
had taken her home, it boomeranged in my ears like a 
shout in a deep tunnel. 

I was mad with yearning, with rage. Then a crazy 
solution presented itself to me. 

Why couldn't I “get that kind of money”? Others had 
done it, lots of them, many starting with much less than 
I had right now. How many times had I heard J. F. 
Simpson proudly recount his rags-to-riches rise? 

I had had ten years of good practical experience in 
fund-raising and had contacts with many business and 
professional men who respected my ability. 

What was to keep me from setting up my own firm, 
and keeping what I earned for myself. Why let guys 
like Simpson live off me? Let the flunkies do for me what 
I did for him. 

It would take about thirty thousand dollars to get 
started, I figured—enough to open an office, finance 
promotional mailings, and hire one good man for an 
initial staff. Hell, the very first decent assignment would 
cover basic expenditures. 
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Okay. Now where would I get thirty thousand simol- 
eons? 

There was only one place in the whole crazy world. 

River House. At those busy tables I could ride my 
lucky horse to hell. 

Then I would quit the gambling game for good. 

Janice would come with me. Only money—or rather, 
the lack of it—kept us apart. 

Once I got the loot, we could thumb our noses at 
Bella Vista. 


10 

A COUPLE of days later, in my office, as I sat around 
trying to dream up my next move, I discovered that I 
had an urge to see Fitz. This surprised me, in view of 
that last scene with Janice. It would have been easy 
enough for me to get together with Fitz at lunch. But 
because of my ambitions concerning Janice, I decided 
that taking up the nurse supervisor s time would be high¬ 
ly unfair. I sighed. Too bad, I thought. Fitz was delight¬ 
ful company for a lonely bachelor. 

I forced myself to stop thinking of women and con¬ 
centrate on the fund campaign. 

I realized I had been neglecting my old friend Jack 
Pritchet. Probably he would be able to give me some 
real help, and I promised myself I would call him be¬ 
fore the day was over. 

As for old Samuel Baxter, I had about given up on him. 

Actually Bill Baxter and I did not have much in com¬ 
mon. After those first two reunions, we had not seen 
each other. 
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Therefore, the summons from Old Man Baxter came 
as a complete surprise. 

Old Baxter was waiting for me, seated stiffly behind the 
giant desk in his library-bedroom. 

“Jennings, I have a proposition for you. IVe done some 
checking, and you seem like a smart young man. I want 
you to go to work for me.” 

“Mr. Baxter, I don’t understand. I already have a job.” 

“I would pay you more.” 

“But what could I do for you?” 

“Take care of my son.” 

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “I’m no nursemaid.” 

“Jennings, maybe you could sober him up. Anyway, I 
believe you could help keep him out of trouble.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Baxter, that’s out of my field. Besides 
Bill can take care of himself. He's a big boy now. Why 
don’t you give him a chance?” 

Samuel Baxter was not used to being opposed. His 
eyes narrowed. I braced myself for the attack. It did not 
come. Indeed, quite unexpectedly his expression softened. 

“William needs help, Jennings. He won’t take it from 
me. Will you at least try to be his friend?” 

That was a switch. I realized that Baxter, beneath his 
hard crust, was just a worried father like thousands of 
others. But there was one difference, I reminded myself 
—a Fort Knox type of bankroll. 

“I am his friend, Mr. Baxter,” I assured him. “Bill and 
I have been friends since second grade.” 

As I have said, Bill and I no longer had much in 
common. And trying to be actually his friend would be 
an arduous task. His behavior was too untamed. He 
lived hard and fast, once away from his mansion. Yet 
I felt ties from the past binding me to him. For the man 
he had become, I had only pity and regret. 

So after that meeting with his father, I made a special 
effort to see Bill occasionally. Unfortunately, the growing 
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demands of my work and my other more personal pur¬ 
suits left me little time for him. 

One night I trudged into my apartment after a meet¬ 
ing that had drained my energy. I had not seen Bill 
for quite a while. I was pulling off my necktie when the 
telephone rang. Irritably, I answered it. 

Old Sam Baxters voice, usually so colorless, was dis¬ 
torted by emotion. I did not recognize in it the usual 
note of authority. 

‘‘Jennings, something terrible has happened to William. 
I’m afraid he's gone mad. I don't know where he is, at 
the moment—but he just telephoned me to say he is 
going to kill me. Can you come over at once?" 

I broke the track record getting out to the Baxter place. 

The old man was huddled on his couch, his face 
ashen, when I joined him. He was a study in grief—and 
fear. His yellowed eyes rolled wildly. His hands shook. 

The roar of a violently driven car slamming into the 
driveway broke the silence. 

In a moment, a changed Bill Baxter lurched into the 
room. 

His features were contorted with rage. He wove un¬ 
steadily to the center of the room, glaring at his father. 

“You old son of a bitch,” he screamed in a high- 
pitched voice. “I hate you, you bastard." 

A tremor shook him so violently that he almost fell. 

“You know what you did to me? You castrated me. 
You took away my guts. You never gave me a chance to 
be a man. Now, I'm going to fix you. I'm going to get 
even, dear father.” 

From behind his back, he drew a butcher's cleaver. 
“I'm going to cut you—cut you good!” 

Lowering his head, he took a step toward his father. 
I watched him, tensing to spring. 

The old man, neither moving nor speaking, fixed his 
eyes on Bill. They were a powerful force. 
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Bill stood before his father, his hand raised, his lips 
working, issuing animal noises. Then he dropped the 
cleaver. 

“Oh, my God—my God,” Bill muttered. 

His face had paled; he appeared about to collapse. 
Then he sprang across the room. His outstretched hands 
clutched the carved edge of the mantel. Savagely he 
butted his forehead against the sharp marble. 

Before I could pull him back, he had lacerated himself 
hideously. He fell to the floor by my feet. I could hear 
the old man shouting into the telephone: 

“Dr. Carston—Samuel Baxter. Get here at once.” 

Bill was starting to rise. He seemed about to plunge 
into the mantel again. I tackled him, but he thrashed 
and fought. 

“Get some help,” I panted. “Call your butler or some¬ 
body.” 

“No! For God’s sake, man,” old Baxter cried, “I don’t 
like servants to see anything like this.” 

I drew back and smashed poor Bill’s jaw with two suc¬ 
cessive rights. He lay still. 

But by the time Dr. Carston showed up, Bill was again 
fighting and thrashing. T held my grip on him until the 
doctor had administered the hypodermic. Bill ceased 
struggling. I carried him to the couch in his father’s 
library. 

“Now what, doctor?” Mr. Baxter asked. 

“I can’t tell, Mr. Baxter. Obviously, Bill will have to 
undergo a complete examination, both physical and 
mental. It can’t be done here. And those cuts need 
further attention.” 

He finished staunching the blood and put temporary 
bandages on the wounds. 

Dr. Carston, obviously, meant that Bill should not be 
treated in the Baxter home. Carston even thought beyond 
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that; he did not want Bill’s treatment to take place in 
Bella Vista. 

The physician recommended a rest home about 
seventy-five miles away, an institution he said was noted 
for its discreet handling of patients. 

“Can they take him tonight?” 

The doctor spent a few minutes on the telephone. 

‘They’ll accept him,” he said to Samuel Baxter. Til 
call an ambulance.” 

“No ambulance. Townsfolk will start to gossip. You 
take him there.” 

The doctor paled. “I can’t handle him by myself. If 
the sedative wore off while I was driving—” 

“Jennings, you’re his friend. Would you go?” 

Once again I heard an unaccustomed note of pleading 
in Samuel Baxter’s voice. I shrugged. 

It was a silent drive both ways. 

The old man was waiting for the doctor and me, his 
face grayer than before, his hands shaking uncontroll¬ 
ably. 

“Well-” 

“It will be several days before they 11 have a com¬ 
plete diagnosis. I think your son will have to remain 
there for some time.” 


I waited a week before going back to the Baxter home. 
I had hoped it would not be necessary, that the old man 
would call to report on Bill’s condition. But he had not 
contacted me, and he was not answering telephone 
calls. 

It was like entering a morgue. The butler tiptoed softly 
ahead of me to the library, which was gloomily lighted 
by only one small lamp. Samuel Baxter’s shrunken figure 
made a small mound under the blankets. He spoke in 



BELLA VISTA’S WIVES 85 

a quavering old man’s voice, its former dictatorial 
strength entirely absent. 

“I came to find out how Bill is getting along,” I 
said. 

‘They aren’t certain if they can do anything,” he mut¬ 
tered. “It will take a long time. There may never be any 
improvement.” 

In a strange and sad way, so different from that which 
his crazed mind had intended, Bill Baxter had finally 
succeeded in robbing old Samuel of his power and steel, 
leaving the man broken, empty. 

Depressed, I took my leave. 

But Mr. Baxter reached out to me in his solitude, as 
if he derived some slight comfort from seeing someone 
who had shared with his son the friendship that he had 
never been able to attain. Several times, he arranged to 
have me visit him. 

The visits were as peculiar as their motivation. We 
seldom talked. I sat by his bedside while he lay back 
staring at the ceiling. He no longer attempted to rise 
from the bed and the twin canes rested uselessly against 
an empty chair. 

Bill Baxters disappearance from town stimulated 
considerable talk. The dramatic circumstances attendant 
on his departure were not known; but most of the citi¬ 
zens of Bella Vista arrived at a fairly accurate conclusion. 

Nor did my calls at the Baxter estate go unnoticed. 

Good old J. Howard Gordon, the campaign chairman 
himself and the husband of my beloved, approached me 
one day. 

“Jennings, you’re a pretty good friend of the Baxters 
aren’t you?” 

“I’ve known them a long time.” 

“There’s talk around town that Bill’s been sent away 
for the cure. Too bad. Must be pretty hard on the old 
man.” 
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His sympathetic prelude did not fool me. I sensed 
what he was after. 

“Looks like you’re the only one who’ll be able to get 
anything out of Sam for the campaign. You know, it’s 
time Baxter did something for this community. We’ve had 
an idea—” 

An angry protest rose to my lips—and died. 

How many times had I pulled the same deal? 

Once I had fast-talked a rich widow into building a 
memorial library before her husband’s body had grown 
cold. 

I remembered persuading a grateful father, whose 
daughter I had saved from drowning, into buying land 
for a municipal recreational center. 

Grief, gratitude and guilt: those are the three states 
of mind a fund-raiser feeds on. But he has to strike while 
the emotion is hot, if he wants to cash in. 

It was my turn to carry the ball, and I had no right 
to refuse. Besides, I did not want to give Gordon the 
satisfaction of seeing me fall down on the job. So I swal¬ 
lowed my pride, my gentlemanly instincts, if any, and 
my aversion to hit a guy when he’s down. That same aft¬ 
ernoon, I went to work. 

Sitting in my Thunderbird on the gravel drive in 
front of the mansion, I rehearsed what I would say. Then 
I climbed the stone steps, rang the bell. The butler ush¬ 
ered me into the library. I waited until he had gone, 
then spoke carefully. 

“Mr. Baxter, I want to ask a favor of you.” 

“Yes, Jennings. I think you’ve earned that right.” 

“I want you to help me put across the Community 
Hospital campaign.” 

“Oh, that. Well, I’ve promised to donate two thousand 
dollars, you know.” 

1 wished I could retreat; but I knew I would have 
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to go through with it. I would have to trade on personal 
friendship. 

“We need a special clinic to treat alcoholics and other 
disturbed persons,” I said. “There is no such facility in 
this area. Other cities have had excellent results... Our 
hospital can maintain a program if it is assured of suf¬ 
ficient funds. I want to ask you to give fifty thousand 
dollars—” the concluding words nearly choked me— “for 
the sake of your son.” 

Anger and hurt clouded Sam's eyes. He was silent 
for a long time. When he responded, his voice was sad 
and tired. 

“All right, Jennings, I'll give the money.” He added a 
final word as I left. “You did your job, boy. Tell them 
it worked.” 

Poor Bill Baxter would have been proud of the drunk 
I tied on that night... 


11 

BY this time, I had spoken two or three times on 
the telephone to my old classmate, Jack Pritchet. And 
now those conversations were bearing fruit. 

At first glance there was little to distinguish the two 
men with whom I was lunching at the Racquet Club 
from any of the other prosperous-appearing diners in 
the richly appointed room. Yet a closer look would have 
shown that my companions were as different, one from 
the other, as a rapier of fine Toledo steel and a battered, 
bell-muzzled blunderbuss. 

Jack Pritchet, my old schoolmate, who had been 
born with a twenty-four carat gold spoon in his mouth 
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and who was only half-joking when he said he could 
trace his ancestry back to William the Conqueror, fitted 
perfectly into the somber decor of the club dining room. 
His conservative, expensive clothes, his restrained ges¬ 
tures, his tone of voice, all were eloquent of generations 
of breeding and wealth. 

Sam Blackman, on the other hand, had clawed him¬ 
self up from the city slums. His multimillion-dollar rating 
and his five-state wholesale liquor-store chain could not 
conceal his origins, nor—to his credit—did he make any 
attempt to appear other than the two-fisted, self-made 
man he was. Even when he rode in his chauffeur-driven 
Rolls Royce, he looked more like a bootlegger making 
a fast delivery than a legitimate business tycoon. 

Right now, he was wondering what kind of deal we 
were going to put up to him. No man as shrewd as Black¬ 
man would ever dream that he had been invited to this 
exclusive sanctum purely for his social attributes. 

One could virtually read the backgrounds of the two 
men as they sipped their wine. Pritchet, quite probably, 
could have named the small French vineyard that had 
grown the grapes and could also have given the vintage 
year. Blackman, once he had been told the name of the 
brand that his untrained palate could not identify, could 
have told to the decimal point the wholesale price and 
the name and financial status of the importer who had 
brought the wine to this country. 

Jack and I began to operate like a team of well- 
drilled surgeons. I made the opening incision. 

“Mr. Blackman, you realize what the enlarged Com¬ 
munity Hospital will do for Bella Vista. I'm not going to 
give you a sales pitch. Were counting on your help to 
make the campaign successful.” 

In the realm of finance, Sam Blackman felt comfort¬ 
able, and he knew a negotiating session when he saw 
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one. His face remained impassive, but his ears had 
pricked up. He was sniffing the wind. 

I admired Sam’s control when I got to the bite itself. 
We wanted seventy-five thousand dollars from him. 1 
had protested at the committee meeting that this figure 
was much too high. But Jack Pritchet had insisted and 
had promised that he would collect it. 

‘That’s a big wad of dough,” Blackman said. 

He carefully flipped his cigar ash into the ceramic 
tray embellished with the Racquet Club crest, and as 
carefully made no further comment. He wanted to hear 
what else we had in mind before taking any position. 
He knew there was a trade coming up. 

“Yes, yours will be one of the biggest single gifts to the 
campaign,” Pritchet admitted. “The community will be 
very grateful to you, Mr. Blackman. I’m sure that you’ll 
get plenty of good publicity.” 

I nodded confirmation. 

“So what? Publicity doesn’t help my business. Ad¬ 
vertising, maybe—but seventy-five grand would buy me 
a lot of that,” Blackman remarked. 

“We could put you on the hospital board of trustees ” 
Pritchet said. 

Blackman hesitated. He was anxious as the next man to 
serve his community, but in his eyes the post did not 
warrant a seventy-five-thousand-dollar price tag. 

He waited. 

“Isn’t there something special you might want, Mr. 
Blackman?” Pritchet’s tone was light. His bland features 
did not reveal the cards he was holding. 

“I want lots of things, Mr. Pritchet.” 

“Would you like a membership to the country club?” 

“That my wife and daughter want. Me, I don’t care.” 

“But your application was recently placed before the 
membership committee. For the third time. If it should 
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be rejected now, you will never again be eligible for nomi¬ 
nation.” 

As I watched Blackman, I felt sure that he was telling 
the truth. He really did not give a damn about the country 
club. In any case, he was much too shrewd to believe 
that being a member would automatically make him 
a socialite. But he also knew that his wife would interpret 
the membership as recognition that the Blackmans had 
arrived. Moreover, with time and tact, his daughter actu¬ 
ally would be accepted, as would her children, long after 
Sam Blackman and his wife were forgotten. 

“So if I don’t give the money,” he asked, “I’ll be 
blackballed?” 

“Yes, Mr. Blackman, you will be blackballed.” 

I was not surprised at Jack Pritchet’s soft-spoken blunt¬ 
ness. In his own way, he could be as direct and 
realistic as Sam Blackman. 

“But if I sign the pledge?” 

“Then I think you’ll get in, but I cannot guarantee 
anything. It’s a chance you’ll have to take.” 

“Yet if I refuse, you can guarantee that I won’t get in?” 

“Im afraid so, Mr. Blackman.” 

Blackman squinted at the glowing end of his cigar. 
“What would you say the odds are, Mr. Pritchet? If I 
donate the money, I mean.” 

Jack pursed his thin lips. 

“About fifty-fifty,” he said slowly. 

Blackman smiled. “I’ve staked more on worse odds ” 

The deal was closed. It did not require the signing of 
a pledge card, not even a handshake. Pritchet and 
Blackman knew they could trust each other’s word. 

“By the way, Mr. Blackman, would you and your 
wife and daughter join Mrs. Pritchet and me for dinner 
at the club tomorrow night?” 

This was a gesture beyond the call of duty, and Black¬ 
man recognized it as such. 
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“Mr. Pritchet, you don’t have to do that. It’s not 
part of the deal. But thanks, just the same.” 

“Blackman, I mean it. Do you think I’m some kind of 
condescending ass? I know your quality, so you don’t 
have to exercise your pride on me. Nothing would make 
me happier than if you would join us.” 

Blackman laughed. “I'll ask my wife. May I call your 
office this afternoon to let you know?” 

As Jack and I walked together down the street, his only 
comment was, “Poor bastard. He’s a better man than 
most of us, but like me, he’s married.” 

I thought of the tongue-lashing Pritchet’s snobbish wife 
would give him when he told her of the dinner invitation, 
and later when he pressed for Blackman’s admission to 
the club. 

Blackman was not the only poor bastard, I decided. 

Pritchet and J. Howard Gordon belonged in that club, 
too. Hen-pecked. 

But I was enjoying Gordon’s misery, rather than sym¬ 
pathizing with him. 

He looked wretched when I went to his home that 
afternoon in response to the phoned summons from his 
secretary. He wasted no time in explanation. 

“Take it,” he said. 

He pointed to the painting on the wall. I could read 
in the haggard lines of his face a reflection of the hell he 
had been going through. Later, Janice told me in gloat¬ 
ing detail how she had tormented her husband half out 
of his mind. When she had climaxed the torture with a 
crushing ultimatum, he had had no choice but to surren¬ 
der. 

“Poor jerk,” I thought. 

I drove the painting straight to the museum. 

“Good show, old man,” Cripps congratulated me later. 

I looked closely at several paintings of the place after 
leaving his office. 
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Centered in the entrance hall was a larger-than-life- 
size bronze sculpture of a musclebound man embracing 
a gargantuan woman. 

“Howdy, brother/’ I muttered. At least I had cut my¬ 
self free of that Amazon, big Martha, the banker s wife. 
I scrupulously avoided her. She had telephoned a couple 
of times, suggesting that we meet, but I had put her off, 
claiming that I was too busy. 

That night at the River House I noticed Moira staring 
at me while we dined. 

“You look tired, Bob,” she said. “Your face is thinner. 
Are you feeling all right?” 

“Never felt better. It’s what we call campaign pallor. 
Happens every time.” 

That was only half the truth. An entirely different 
campaign contributed to my tension—my secret drive 
for Janice. That desperate effort was running me ragged. 

At the roulette table, Moira continued to scrutinize me. 
My bets began to exceed hers in size and daring. 

I was no longer playing for fun. In earnest, I calculated 
my winnings and losses. I had no time for easy banter. 

“Red—thirty-four,” the croupier called. 

On that play, I lost two grand on my odd-number 
wager, but collected throe and a half G’s on my color bet. 

When I tumbled into bed at three in the morning, I 
figured my accounts. In all, I had won nearly ten thou¬ 
sand dollars. Of course, Janice knew nothing as yet 
about my venture. I wanted to surprise her if things 
broke in my favor, not disappoint her if they didn’t. No 
one knew what I was up to. 


Leaving the office next evening, I must have appeared 
a bit peaked. Fitz, who had dropped in to say good night, 
gave me her expert opinion. 

“You look terrible, Bob. Anything wrong?” 
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Her gray eyes stared worriedly into mine. 

I shrugged. That morning in my shaving mirror I had 
noticed the twin lines of fatigue and strain creasing my 
forehead. 

“Nothing that two million dollars couldn’t cure,’* I said. 
I left out any mention of the extra thirty thousand. 

“I cant offer you that remedy. But I can suggest 
something for temporary relief. How about letting me 
fix dinner for you at my place tonight?” 

Naturally, I jumped at the chance. I had never seen 
her inner sanctum before—that small apartment in the 
nurses’ home. She met my quizzical glance steadily, of¬ 
fering no explanation. 

Fitz and I had become increasingly friendly and inti¬ 
mate on both a professional and personal level. But 
since my plan for winning Janice had taken definite 
shape in my head, I had been avoiding Fitz even though 
I did miss her. And I thought a lot about her. I had 
proposed to the board that for purposes she be selected 
as the living symbol of the hospital. It had been a good 
choice. 

Everything about Fitz—her clean-cut loveliness, the 
way she wore her white uniform, her trim poise—bespoke 
sincerity. She was the vital embodiment of that classic 
nurse, Florence Nightingale. 

She had survived the distortions of indifferent camera¬ 
men, lazy photo-engravers, and hung-over printers to 
emerge in print looking like an angel in gleaming white. 
And now we were winding up one of her daily personal 
appearances on the local television. And, as usual, Fitz 
had reached out with enormous personal appeal to 
every casual viewer. 

“That was good show,” I said. “You ought to go in pic¬ 
tures.” 

She laughed. 
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When we left the ptudio, she said, “Let me drive. You 
rest/’ 

1 handed her the keys and leaned back against the 
seat. She drove carefully through the streets. We entered 
the nurses’ home through a side door, thus avoiding run¬ 
ning the public gauntlet. 

“I live by three basic rules,” she announced as we 
walked into the living room. 

“Number one—get comfortable” 

She settled me on the large sofa. Then, removing my 
coat and tie, she kneeled to unlace my shoes. 

“Lie back,” she ordered, fluffing a cushion. As my head 
sank into it, her smooth fingers massaged my forehead, 
soothing away the tiredness, communicating a relaxing 
calm. Her strong fingers moved to my shoulders with 
healing manipulation. 

By the time her hands had slowly worked back to 
my temples, I was purring with contentment. 

“Rule Number Two—take your medicine.” 

She handed me a glass filled with a pinkish liquid. 

“My own invention,” she advised. “Vermouth, Campari, 
and a dash of lime. Soothing without being lethal. You 
need something milder than martinis.” 

I sat up and sipped the stuff. Not bad, although not 
exactly a jolt. 

“Rule Number Three—relax.” 

She touched the wall switch. The ceiling fixture went 
out. Only a lamp in the corner remained lighted. 

“Nap time,” she announced, disappearing into the 
kitchen. 

My yelp of objection went unheeded. I shrugged and 
lay back on the sofa, intending to humor her. I fell asleep 
before my head hit the cushion, then awoke to a pair 
of warm lips pressed against mine in a kiss so delicate, 
so sweet, so fleeting, that I shivered. 

“Wholesome meals at regular hours are prescribed.” 
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She skipped out of my reach. A card table had been 
set up. Lighted candles and a salad bowl adorned it 
Two sizzling steaks nestling on a platter sent up a mouth¬ 
watering aroma. Baked potatoes, green beans and mixed 
fruit completed the delicious selection. 

“I had no wine in the house.” 

“Don’t apoligize. Perfection can’t be improved upon.” 

She smiled. When we had finished, Fitz said, “Now 
get a good night’s rest.” 

She ushered me to the door. Her small hands came up 
to cradle my face. She stood on tiptoe in order to kiss 
me. Her slender arms held me firmly away as I sought 
to crush her body against mine. The kiss ended all too 
soon. 

The door was closing behind me. 

“Good night. Bob,” she called. “Take it easy. You 
have more time than you realize.” 

Confused by her parting words, I wondered whether 
she suspected that Janice and I had a hot affair going. 

I pulled to the curb in front of my apartment, then 
walked inside. 

Suddenly, I realized one salient fact: although I had 
not maneuvered Fitz into bed, I had had a wonderful 
time. 


12 

JOHN WINSTON, coming into his living room, ap¬ 
peared definitely haggard. My boss, J. F. Simpson, would 
have appreciated that sight. He hated people to look 
jovial or placid. 

“Its a sure sign that a guys not giving his all,” Simp- 
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son had insisted. ‘This fund-raising game is comparable 
to battle. If folks don’t have jitters, it means there’s no 
fighting.” 

Winston kissed Moira, greeted me, then slumped de¬ 
jectedly into a chair. 

“Wilson Monaghan has agreed to come out here,” he 
said to Moira. “The president of my company,” John 
added, glancing at me. “But I guess you know about it 
Monaghan will be speaking in behalf of your campaign. 
I’m supposed to provide him with the background data on 
the community.” 

He turned back to Moira. 

“We’ll have to entertain him, my dear. Wilson will be 
bringing several people from the home office. He’ll con¬ 
fer with my associates at the plant while he’s here.” 

I had not been told that Monaghan had accepted. Over 
the telephone, Simpson had said merely that the chances 
were good. Apparently Monaghan had advised his own 
associates of his plans before formally notifying our cam¬ 
paign chairman. And I had to acknowledge that we had 
violated protocol by contacting Winston’s boss without 
first consulting Winston himself. 

John Winston knew that I had had a part in this af¬ 
front. But he was too preoccupied to quibble about side 
issues. He frowned. I was sure that if he had known how 
his wife and I had conspired, he would have hated 
both of us. 

I had a hunch that Moira enjoyed watching him suf¬ 
fer. 

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said, rising, “I’ve got to put 
in some overtime at the office. Thanks for the cocktails, 
Moira. And don’t forget our date tomorrow night.” 

Back at the hospital, I stumbled to my desk. It 
was hip-deep in papers. I would have to check some 
printer’s proofs and look over the invitation list for the 
big-gifts dinner. Telephone calls, conferences, and com- 
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mittee meetings had interfered with my routine chores. 
Two nights a week I had had to tear myself away from 
River House in order to catch up. 

I worked frantically for two or three hours. Then a 
dull ache nagged me. I remembered that I had not eaten 
dinner. It was nearly nine o’clock. Outside, rain was 
pelting down. I hurried to the staff exit leading to the 
parking lot. I stood there, scowling at the solid sheets of 
water. I calculated the distance to the car, then decided 
to go back to the office for my raincoat. 

Downstairs once more, I found a solitary white-clad 
figure blocking the door. I recognized that smoothly rip¬ 
pling fanny immediately-it belonged to Miss Perkins of 
Surgery. That rear, like her numerous other assets, had 
always fascinated me. 

“Evening, Miss Perkins,” I said. “Nasty night, isn’t it?” 

“Oh, hello, Mr. Jennings.” She stared out at the rain, 
which looked as if it would come down forever. 

“Dam it,” she muttered. “This is my last fresh uniform. 
It will be mined before I get home.” 

I looked at the object of her concern. The uniform 
was becoming enough, but my real interest lay only in 
what was beneath it, and so admirably filled it out to 
perfection. 

“Let me give you a lift,” I offered, knowing that she, as 
a graduate nurse, was not required to live in the nurses 
dormitory. 

“Gee, that would be nice. I hope it doesn’t put you 
out. You could drop me at the bus stop.” 

“I’ll take you right to your door,” I said. “Be glad to.” 

Draping my raincoat around our shoulders, we trotted 
to the car. 

“I wish I could invite you up for a drink,” she said re¬ 
gretfully outside her apartment. “But my roommate’s 
asleep.” 
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“Could you use a drink?” I asked, suddenly aware of a 
parched throat. 

“I sure could. But I’d look funny going into a bar 
dressed like this.* 

“I was stumped—temporarily. Then I remembered 
that Dr. Randy Smithers had dropped by that morning 
before leaving town. 

“In case you want to play while Fm away—here.” 
He had grinned, tossing me a key to his lodge. “Hope 
you have a chance to use it.” 

I had not known that an opportunity would arise. 

“I know where we can have a drink,” I said, taking 
her hand. 

The rain had stopped. I turned down the lake road. 
She sat demurely by my side, looking up at the moon 
as it played hide-and-seek with feather-edged clouds. 

I knew perfectly well that I should not have been do¬ 
ing what I was doing. But Janice was still a dream, and 
Fitz denied me any physical intimacy. I had been hav¬ 
ing a second thought or two. Perhaps if Fitz had been 
a little more yielding, a little less proper about sex, I 
would not have been so determined to pursue Janice. 
Or if Janice herself had accommodated me as she had 
promised, I would not have been sex-starved to the 
point of waylaying Nurse Perkins. 

Or was it she, I wondered, who had waylayed me? 

I remembered the smiles and glances she had cast my 
way whenever our paths had crossed. 

My arm slipped about her, and her cheek nestled to 
mine. But I did not take the time at that moment to press 
matters. Not when we were within a few minutes drive 
of the lodge, and what I hoped would prove a far more 
comfortable and prolonged rendezvous than any back 
seat could furnish. ^— 

After I had parked the car and we stood close together 
in the hallway, looking into the large living room with 
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its thick Oriental rugs and knotty-pine walls, I heard 
her gasp of delight 

“Why this is perfectly lovely, Mr. Jennings,” she said. 

“The name is Bob,” I told her. “Why be formal?” 

“Tm Polly,” she replied, then shivered. “But a half- 
frozen Polly,” she added. Tm afraid I did get soaked, 
despite your raincoat.” 

Til fix that, Polly.” 

I lit the kindling in the fireplace. Bright, crackling 
flames started their cheerful dance. Pulling up a chair 
to the white bearskin rug before the fire, I made Polly 
sit down. 

“Now, let’s get these off.” I kneeled to remove her 
rubber-soled white shoes, massaged her cold feet until 
the blood returned. 

“Got to take care of our fine nursing staff.” I grinned. 

Mixing a pair of stiff scotches and soda, I watched her 
toast her bare feet, her skirt pulled up high enough to 
expose her shapely legs. I stared pointedly at her hiked- 
up skirt. “Your uniform will be wrinkled tomorrow.” 

Her eyebrows rose and, without comment, she left the 
chair and started to remove her uniform. 

“Is there some place I can hang it?” 

I pointed to a closet. 

Her nylon slip clung to her every curve as she emerged 
from the closet. 

“Static electricity,” she explained, pulling at the cloth. 
The slip, in addition to molding itself to each valley and 
rise of her body, was practically as transparent as a pane 
of glass. The well-filled bra and gossamer panties re¬ 
vealed her navel and the dark treasure house below. 

She blushed slightly, but did not turn from my ad- 
miring gaze. She accepted her drink and took a seat be¬ 
fore the fire. I sat on the arm of her chair. My fingers 
brushed her bare shoulder. 
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One thing led to another. 

My hand slid down to cup her breast. She kissed 
me. Then I was sitting beside her, my tongue busy caress¬ 
ing her nipples. Her fingers played lovingly along my 
back, my hips. She stroked my thigh. We rose and stood 
panting in close embrace. She pulled away from me and 
moved across the room. 

“When I was a little girl, I once admired a bearskin 
rug in a movie” she murmured. “This is the first real 
one I've ever seen.” 

She stretched out face down, her cheek nestled in its 
soft folds. Her broad buttocks and the semicircles of her 
breasts half-buried in the thick pelt excited me. Hastily, 
I threw myself down beside her. My hands explored her 
calves, the high curves of her hips, the dip of her waist. 
I kissed her neck. Her face turned toward mine. Our 
lips met. Her moist tongue darted into my mouth. I 
rolled her over. She did not protest. 

Hot fury seized us both. We clung together, strug¬ 
gling for fulfillment. Her body twisted and thrashed in 
her effort to wrench complete satisfaction from me. 

Suddenly, she screamed, then collapsed beneath me, 
her thighs quivering. 

I succumbed. We shared a moment of searing delight 
that left me utterly exhausted. I fell asleep. 

Much later, we picked ourselves up and began to hunt 
for our clothes. As I drove home, she said, ‘Thanks, Mr. 
Jennings. I needed that. I know it's shameless of me, but 
I've had my eye on you for a long time.” 

“You're a good, delicious girl,” I said. “You ought to 
get married.” 

I know. I will—when I find the right guy. Mean¬ 
while, I take life as it comes. You understand, don't 
you? In the hospital I see so much of death—every 
day—” 



BELLA VISTA’S WIVES 


101 


“I understand, Polly.” 

Two days later, Fitz summoned me to her office. 

The grim set of her jaw signaled disaster. 

“Mr. Jennings,” she began icily, “y° ur personal life is 
your own concern. However, I am responsible for the 
conduct of my staff—including the graduate nurses ...” 

My ears burned. I wondered how the news had 
traveled so rapidly. I supposed someone must have seen 
us entering or leaving Doc’s hideaway. 

By the time Fitz dismissed me, I was cut down to 
pint size. Polly Perkins had fared no better. She averted 
her eyes and did not greet me when I passed her in 
the halls a little later. 

The days that followed were a trial. 

If Fitz had stopped speaking to me altogether, I would 
have felt better. But she could not go that far. When 
campaign work threw us together, we were obliged to 
talk. And her icy tone, even when we discussed es¬ 
sential business matters, made me shudder. 

Why was she so offended, anyway? A supervising 
nurse, certainly she could not be shocked by bodily 
functions. She was aware that I was a grown man and 
had my needs. As for the nurses in her charge, if they 
were students-just kids-it could be that Fitz had a 
right to worry about the proprieties. But the Perkins gal 
was no kid. As a graduate nurse, certainly she knew how 
to take care of herself; and as an adult woman, she had 
every right to live her own life. 

Could it be, I asked myself, that Felice Fitzgerald 
was jealous? 

The distance between us made me realize how much 
she had meant to me. She had given me moments of 
peace. During coffee breaks, she had consoled and 
strengthened me. Our dates had relaxed and soothed 
my weary spirit. Denied of her healing ministrations. 



102 


BELLA VISTA'S WIVES 


I plunged into gambling with even greater desperation, 
determined to achieve my goal, distant though it seemed. 

Fitz and Janice had been pulling me in opposite di¬ 
rections. Now, with Fitz gone, my compass pointed only 
toward Janice—and toward the money that I must have 
to win her. 


n 

AT River House, that night, Moira Winston leaned 
across the dinner table and fixed her steady gaze on mine. 

“Bob,” she said with characteristic directness, “in case 
you don't already know it, I must tell you that you're a 
fool.” 

I was too taken aback to reply. 

“You're hell-bent after moldy bread—when you could 
have angel cake.” 

“What in heaven's name are you talking about, Moira?” 

“Janice—and Fitz—and you,” she said coolly. 

That was the trouble with small towns, I reflected. 
Gossip traveled fast. 

“I don't know what you mean.” 

But I did not deceive her one bit 

“Look, Bob, you can't kid me. I know you too well— 
and everybody else in this hamlet. Stop playing with 
fire before you get burned.” 

Then she went into a long harangue, advising me to 
stick to Fitz—as if I still had a chance. She admitted that 
she had never met Fitz, was going only by hearsay—and 
what she had seen of the nurse on television. But Moira 
insisted that she was well acquainted with Janice. 

“Too well,” Moira told me. 
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When she started to malign Janice, however, I fought 
back. 

“Bob, what do you really know about Janice?” she re¬ 
plied to my protests. “Stop living in the past. She’s no 
better than any bitch in heat. Half the men in town have 
slept with her—unknown to Howie.” With shrewd insight, 
she added: “And if you think Janice will ever leave him, 
forget it. She’s too dependent on his money. Another man, 
even a wealthy one, would not spoil her to the extent 
that Howie does.” 

1 tried to defend Janice. 

“Maybe she has slept around,” I said, “but that’s un¬ 
derstandable. She’s young and healthy. Her husband isn’t. 
Anyway, I’m in no position to cast a stone—I’ve trans¬ 
gressed a bit myself, I’m afraid.” I sipped my coffee. 
“As for whether or not she'll leave Howie, that remains 
to be seen—I have some notions about that.. 

“Oh, come on,” Moira interrupted. “You’re completely 
hopeless. Let’s go upstairs where you can take out your 
stubbornness on Blade Butcher’s dealers.” 

Either bad luck dogged me or anger clouded my judg¬ 
ment. I lost almost twenty-five hundred dollars. 

After I had taken Moira home, I sullenly wheeled her 
chair up the special ramp to the doorway. 

“Bob, look at me.” Moira smiled tenderly into my 
eyes. “I hated to hurt you. Bob. Remember, I’m your 
friend. I don’t want to see you ruin your life. I’d like 
you to be happy. I think you will be—if you forget about 
Janice. And if you don’t—well, I’m still your friend. And 
forgive me. Good night. Bob.” 

I went home, furious with myself for having lost money 
to Butcher. 


Howie Gordon and I bristled at each other continually, 
like two dogs eyeing the same bone. I was pretty sure 
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that he sensed a threat to his precious marriage. He was 
on the alert. But as far as I was concerned, he could 
keep right on sniffing up my tree. Until he started jump¬ 
ing, I would continue to date Janice in secret. Hope to 
date her, rather. She had called me several times. But 
each time she had insisted that a meeting would be un¬ 
safe. She had a feeling that Howie was watching her; 
he returned home from his office at all sorts of odd times. 
She would think up some dodge, though, she had told 
me, urging me to be patient. 

Gordon was in top form at the meeting of the steering 
committee that week, reveling in his role of leader. 

Campaign publicity was the business of the day—and 
he was more than willing to reveal himself as a genius. 

“Gentlemen, the importance of finding the right 
theme for the campaign has caused me many sleepless 
nights,” he began. “So I’ve taken the liberty to sketch out 
an idea of mine for your consideration.” 

He cleared his throat and smiled icily at the commit¬ 
tee members. “Mind you, this is only a suggestion, and 
if any of you wish to offer other ideas, I want you to 
speak freely. Certainly, I have no pride of authorship.” 

That was enough to tip me off that Gordon was ready 
to fight to the death for his brain-child. 

Then, with a flourish, he unveiled his masterpiece. 

I had to bite my lip to suppress a gasp of horror. 

Gordons advertising agent must have had a morbid 
imagination. Portrayed was a badly hurt, agonized child 
held by a screaming mother. The blood-red caption 
shrieked: 

YOUR CHILD MAY DIE—WITHOUT HOSPITAL CARE 
it's YOUR JOB TO PROVIDE IT 

GIVE—TODAY1 
The Community Hospital Fund 

Gordons pride was ill-concealed. He looked like a 
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king-sized pouter pigeon as he gazed around the room. 

He assumed that the silence meant we were all speech¬ 
less with admiration. Dr. Williams uneasily crossed and 
recrossed his legs. He felt obliged to comment. 

“Well, it certainly is striking,* he managed to say, hop¬ 
ing that someone else would speak up. No one did. He 
fidgeted uncomfortably. 

“Howard, don’t you think its maybe—ah—perhaps a 
trifle too strong? Not that it isn’t most effective. It’s just 
that-* 

“Damn it * Gordon said, “it’s got to be strong! We want 
to jar people-make them react* 

I wondered where he had cribbed that idea. 

“What do the rest of you think?* Gordon demanded. 

“I don’t know, Howard—Doc may have a point,* some¬ 
one ventured. A couple of others volunteered tentative 
criticisms. Gordon overrode them all with withering 
scorn. 

I hoped against hope that somebody would tell him the 
truth. But in this kind of rat race, personality clashes 
must be avoided at all costs. The committee members 
were right to go easy, and turn the hatchet work over 
to the hired help—Robert Jennings. 

It was Dr. Williams, in behalf of the others, who put 
the finger on me. 

“I’m sure we’d like to hear Mr. Jennings’ opinion. 
After all, he’s had a lot of experience with campaign 
publicity and slogans * 

“Well, Jennings?* Gordon resembled an angry rhino¬ 
ceros about to charge. 

I tried to placate him with peanuts. 

“Well, it surely gets its point across. Nobody can deny 
that. But I think Dr. Williams is correct—it might be a 
little too rough for this kind of campaign. Now, if—* 

“Damn it, Jennings* Gordon bellowed, “it can’t be too 
rough.* “That’s the only way to make people sit up and 
take notice.” 
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“But, Mr. Gordon, Tm afraid that the approach is 

negative. It seems to me—” 

He interrupted with a full-throated roar. 

“What about cancer? Polio? Heart disease? Those cam¬ 
paigns that raised millions by scaring hell out of people. 
That's what we've got to do. By God, I intend—” 

It was my turn to interrupt him. 

“Yes, but that was different. People knew nothing 
about cancer-they had to be informed, to be frightened. 
That approach no longer works. The public is tired of 
scare campaigns. People have been threatened so often 
that they just don’t respond. Everyone's beginning to re¬ 
sent-” 

Tm beginning to resent your attitude, Jennings. Who 
do you think you are, anyway? I know Bella Vista. I 
live here. I work here. You—you’re an outsider.” 

His statement was a personal attack. Because he 
could not tolerate any opposition, J. Howard Gordon was 
making a fool of himself. The other committee members 
were staring at him, more amazed than anything else. 

“You’ll have to give me better arguments than that,” 
Gordon was shouting. 

Heads turned toward me with detached curiosity. The 
committee members wondered what I would do. 

I took a deep breath. Then I said slowly, “Mr. Gordon, 
your campaign slogan is dishonest.” 

My shot penetrated even his thick hide. 

“Dishonest? What the hell do you mean by that?” 

His shout filled the room, reverberated through the 
hospital corridors. 

"Yes—dishonest. Your slogan simply isn’t true. Bella 
Vista may have the best hospital in the area, but there 
are seven others in the town or less than thirty minutes 
away. Children—adults too—are never denied treatment. 
Our own staff would not refuse an emergency case, re¬ 
gardless of how crowded the wards might be. We just 
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can’t lie to the people, Gordon. We can’t work under 
false pretenses. Besides, we would be giving a false 
picture of our institution. We would be portraying it as 
unable to meet its current responsibilities.” 

Gordon stood stock-still, unable to comprehend that 
he had been defeated. One fixed idea still swam in his 
brain. 

Nothing that he screamed made much sense. I realized 
then that he had no intention of abandoning the fight 
But my argument had clinched the matter with everyone 
else. Dr. Williams tiptoed timidly into the arena. 

“Gentlemen,” he began, “at this time, it appears im¬ 
possible to resolve our differences of opinion. Since this 
matter is vital, a policy decision should be reached. I 
recommend that we refer this question to the board of 
trustees.” 

Gordon resented the suggestion. But the committee 
members found it an easy way out of an embarrassing 
situation. After endorsing the proposal, they speedily 
disappeared from the room. 

Only two of us were left with the enraged chairman. 
Dr. Williams hastily assembled his papers and joined 
the homeward rush. Gordon blocked my exit. 

“Damn you, Jennings,” he snarled, “you’re getting to 
be a thorn in my side. I’m going to fix your wagon, un¬ 
derstand?” 

I understood. 

Following the meeting of the board of trustees, I 
came to a deeper realization. 

Gordon had taken care that his presentation to the 
board had been most tactful. I had calmly rebutted his 
points. Asked to leave the room with me to permit free 
discussions, Gordon had sulked. When he had returned 
to hear the board’s decision, I had ignored his mut¬ 
tered insults. 

The diplomatic board chairman had stood up. 
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“Howard” he had begun, “we appreciate your initiative. 
No one could have devoted more time, effort and inspira¬ 
tion to our campaign. Bella Vista is proud to have a man 
of your caliber to guide its civic projects. Your campaign 
motto is really excellent. It shows great talent and im¬ 
agination. But—” 

That “but” had ripped the guts out of Gordon. 

He had pretended not to care. Later however, he had 
caught up to me. 

“You cocky son of a bitch, I’ll get you for this. Just 
wait.” 

I could wait—but not for Gordon. I had to restrain 
myself from slugging him. His wife was the one for 
whom I must wait. I would sling her eager body across 
my horse and gallop away. Gordon’s tlireats only in¬ 
flamed my desire to take Janice from him. 

I would show that fat slob. 


That night Blade Butcher took most of my winnings. 

I drove home slowly, then tumbled wearily into bed. 

Had my luck run out? 

I was still light-years away from my target. Without 
money, I might enjoy her favors occasionally if I lin¬ 
gered on in Bella Vista. But I would not be able to take 
her from Howard, possess her for my own. 


14 

EARLIER in the week, John Winston had announced 
that he would soon be flying to New York on business. 
So Wednesday afternoon found me sitting between 
John and Moira on the way to the airport. 
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Since the day John had learned of Monaghan’s im¬ 
pending visit, his attitude toward me had noticeably 
cooled. As if identifying me with his unpleasant prob¬ 
lem, he seemed merely to tolerate my presence. 

His aloofness, of course, had not changed my rela¬ 
tionship with Moira. She was as vivacious as ever, in 
marked contrast to her morose husband. She and I were 
constant companions, but neither of us spoke again of 
Fitz or my lovely Janice. 

Now, giving Moira a quick lass, John Winston dashed 
into the airlines terminal. I slid into his place at the wheel 
and Moira and I headed at once for River House. 

Upstairs in the gambling rooms, Moira sparkled with 
gaiety and excitement. She could hardly wait to get to 
the roulette table. 

<( 1 feel lucky tonight. Just you watch me.” 

She made irrational hunch bets at long odds. And 
she won. But her luck did not rub off on me. I was not 
sufficiently courageous to follow. Instead, I made shrewd, 
calculated bets—which all petered out 

Watching my month’s salary dribble away, I paid little 
attention to Moira, was only dimly aware of her chatter. 
She racked up chips. Then the croupier leaned across 
the table and grabbed her arm. 

“Mrs. Winston. Are you all right, Mrs. Winston?” he 
asked. 

Moira was far from all right. She frantically clutched 
her forehead, her eyes vacant. Her chips spilled to the 
floor. I touched her wrist, meaning to try her pulse. She 
jerked spastically, nearly falling from her wheelchair. 

“Moira, Moira, what is it?” 

She gave no sign of having heard me. Her mouth 
froze in a grimace. 

At last I found her pulse. It was listless and erratic. 

“What is it? What’s the matter?” 

Blade Butcher streaked up. 

“Call an ambulance, damn itl” He ran across the 
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room. “I’ll get in touch with Dr. Williams,” he called over 
his shoulder. “He’ll be able to take care of her.” 


At the hospital, a full staff greeted us at the door. Dr. 
Williams was familiar with Moira's condition, and was 
on hand to supervise. 

Her still body was wheeled into the emergency room. 
I could only glimpse her sad, lifeless face. 

“Where's her husband?” Williams asked. 

But I was already at the phone. 

In a couple of minutes, I had Idlewild Terminal on 
the wire. The impersonal voice of the airline arrivals 
clerk informed me that John’s flight had been delayed. 
He would not arrive for at least another hour. 

“I've got to reach Mr. Winston. It’s a matter of life and 
death.” 

“Sorry, sir. He’s in the air, right now. Ill see that your 
message is delivered as soon as he arrives.” 

I hung up. 

The solemn, tense faces of the doctors assembled in 
the hall outside the emergency room confirmed my worst 
fears. 

I rushed up to them. “What is it?” 

Dr. Williams spoke. “Another brain hemorrhage. She’s 
completely paralyzed.” 

“My God, can't you do something?” 

Dr. Williams indicated a tall, stout man—a prominent 
neuro-surgeon, introduced to me as Dr. Bell. A delicate 
and risky operation on her brain would have to be per¬ 
formed, I was told. 

“How risky?” 

“It's a bare chance—but the only one we have.” 

They stared at me as if I might be able to solve the 
problem. 
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“Hell—why aren’t you preparing her for surgery?” I 
demanded. 

Dr. Williams put his hand on my shoulder. “We have 
no right to operate,” he said. “Only Moira or her husband 
can make the decision. We must get in touch with John.” 

“But damn it,” I burst out, “his plane’s been delayed. 
It may take an hour to reach him.” 

Bell turned. “If we wait much longer, it won’t be worth 
the risk.” 

I looked at the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Then I 
knew what I had to do. 

“Go ahead,” I snapped. “Moira gave me permission 
—in writing—to authorize surgery. Don’t waste any more 
time.” 

They knew I had lied. But they wanted to save 
Moira’s life, if possible. 

“What do you say, doctor,” Bell queried. 

Dr. Williams avoided my eyes. “You heard Jennings. 
Proceed at once.” 

They let me wait in the doctor’s lounge outside the 
surgery room. 

I felt alone, sitting there on a wooden chair, waiting 
for the doctors to emerge. Nothing—no sound, no sign of 
life—reached me through the heavy swinging doors. 

Then the telephone rang. I leaped to my feet, lifted 
the phone from its cradle. 

The voice on the other end was distorted by fear. Static 
crackled. I could hardly make out what John Winston 
was saying. 

“Jennings? What’s the matter?” 

“Moira’s hemorrhaging,” I managed to gasp. “She’s in 
surgery.” 

“In surgery? By whose permission?” 

“I told them to go ahead.” 

“What right had you to go against my wishes?” 

“Come off it, John.” 
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I thought the line had gone dead. Then Winston spoke. 
His voice was menacing. 

“What is the surgical risk?” 

I gave it to him straight 

“Jennings,” he said, “if Moira dies, I—Ill kill you with 
my bare hands.” 

I heard the man’s strangled sob before the connection 
went dead. 

I returned to the suffocating enclosure. Above all, I 
needed a cigarette. I searched my pockets. Nothing. On 
a clothes-tree a couple of coats were hanging, belonging 
to the physicians. I rummaged through the pockets and 
finally appropriated a full pack. Then I noticed the sign: 
NO SMOKING . I remembered that flame near an 
operating room was dangerous; oxygen, ether, things like 
that could explode. I returned the pack to the pocket. 

The minutes dragged. It seemed as though the hands 
of the clock had stopped moving. 

One of the physicians came out. I jumped up eagerly. 

“How did it go?” 

He shook his head. “It’s not over yet. Brain surgery 
takes time. But she’s still breathing. Why don’t you go 
home and get some rest, Mr. Jennings? We’ll call you 
when it’s over.” % 

I shook my head. 

He turned and walked through the swinging doors. 

I sank back into a stupor. 

An hour went by. Two. Polly Perkins opened the doors 
and came over to me. 

“Hello, Bob. Tough case.” 

“Is it over? Is she all right?” 

“Oh, it’s over. She’s been in the post-surgery room for 
some time. But I don’t know whether she’s all right. 
She’s still hanging on, Bob. Well see.” She patted my 
hand. “Look, I wish I could stay with you. Unfortunate- 
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ly, they’ve brought in another emergency. A cardiac. I 
have to trot over and assist.” She left the room. 

I waited. I kept waiting. According to my watch, more 
than five-and-a-half hours had gone by since we had 
brought in Moira. 

Suddenly the outer door burst open. John Winston 
stalked in. 

He came over to me, pushed his face so close that I 
could feel his hot breath. His lips moved, but no 
words came. His eyes bored into mine. 

“The operation’s over,” I said. ‘They still don’t know.” 

His strong fingers clutched at my throat, choking 
me, throwing me off balance. Then the door opened, 
distracting him, and I could breathe once more. The 
surgeon walked into the room, pulling off his pale-green 
operating gown. 

He was smiling. “She’s going to live,” he said. 

I straightened my tie, rubbed my neck. 

“Will she be an invalid?” I demanded, suddenly pic¬ 
turing a Moira so incapacitated that she could never 
again enjoy gambling or anything else. 

“That I can’t say. We’ll know by tonight.” He looked at 
Winston. “Good thing Jennings was here. Otherwise, we 
could not have operated.” 

Winston glanced contemptuously at me. Then he 
rasped, “Doctor, could I see her?” 

The surgeon hesitated. “You may go inside. But don’t 
speak to her or touch her. It’s not too long since she 
came out of the anesthesia, and she must not be dis¬ 
turbed.” 

Winston left with the doctor. 

A few minutes later, he returned, his face drained of 
color and expression. The doctors, who had gathered in 
the lounge and had been chatting in technical jargon, 
fell silent. 

John Winston appeared not to recognize any of us. In 
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a trance he faced the blank wall, his hands clasped. 
Head lowered, he muttered words we could barely dis¬ 
tinguish. He was begging his personal God to succor his 
wife. 

And each of us there, in his own way, echoed John 
Winston’s prayer. He sank into a chair, his head still 
bowed. The doctors disappeared, nodding goodbyes to 
me. Only the two of us remained, sitting as motionless 
as figures in a waxworks. 

Then a nurse bustled in on us. 

“Mr. Winston,” she said, “Mrs. Winston has been re¬ 
moved from Post-surgery. She will be in her own bed in 
a few minutes.” 

We followed the nurse to a surgical ward. It seemed 
that the hospital was so full that no private quarters 
could be arranged. The ward held fourteen beds. A 
screen surrounded the one on which Moira lay. I could 
hear the surgeon, behind the screen, talking to a nurse. 

Winston stepped ahead of me into the big room. “Wait 
here,” he mumbled. 

Far be it from me to intrude at such a moment. I re¬ 
mained near the door, listening. Could that be Moira’s 
voice? Or was it just a nurse responding to her superior’s 
command? 

Winston and the surgeon emerged together, walking 
toward me. Dr. Bell was talking enthusiastically, his 
hands gesticulating. 

“—and there’s a chance that she'll be able to walk 
again.” 

That was all I caught. Relief swept over me. A hand 
closed on my shoulder. 

“Steady, boy.” Dr. Williams had come up beside me. I 
stared dumbly toward Moira’s bed. “She’s alive,” I said. 
“And she’s going to get well.” 

Winston was staring at me. “Thanks, Jennings,” he said 
gruffly. “You’ve been a real friend.” He eyed the other 
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patients in the room, who were curiously watching the 
proceedings. “And you folks are absolutely right. This 
hospital is badly overcrowded. More facilities are need¬ 
ed. Then he turned and marched back toward the 
screen. He drew it aside. 

1 saw him kneel beside his wife’s bed. 


15 

THE NEXT morning I rushed into the ward. I felt pro¬ 
foundly grateful. 

John and Moira Winston did, too. 

Propped up in her hospital bed, Moira resembled 
an exotic Oriental princess. A nurse had skillfully dis¬ 
guised her thick bandages under a brightly figured tur¬ 
ban. 

John looked on adoringly at his wife. 

“I can wiggle my toes,” Moira bubbled. “And I’ll be 
able to walk some day. Of course, my muscles have gone 
soft—they’ll have to be massaged. But, stick around, 
Bob. I’ll beat you at tennis before long.” 

“It’s a miracle,” Winston said. He used the word with 
reverence. For him it held no casual meaning. “Jen¬ 
nings,” he continued, turning to me, “I’ve been doing a 
lot of thinking. I realize that I’ve always imposed on the 
Lord. I still cherish my faith. But man, too, must do his 
part. I know how stubborn I’ve been.” 

This confession might have seemed corny under differ¬ 
ent circumstances. But coming from Winston in solemn 
earnestness, it sounded convincing. 

“Here’s something else Moira and I have discussed.” 
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He handed me a check made out to the campaign 
chairman. 

“Winston,” I stammered, after noting the amount, 
“you’ve been too generous.” 

“I can’t afford to give less,” he assured me. 


Later that day, I received another and even more un¬ 
expected reward when Fitz walked into my office. 

“Bob, I’ve been following your part in the Moira Win¬ 
ston case. I must say that you behaved with wonderful 
selflessness, and I... Oh, Bob, let’s make up.” 

“Honey, I’m not mad.” 

She came eagerly into my arms and kissed me full on 
the lips. “You peeved me, sneaking off with Polly. She’s 
too kind-hearted to be trusted with a man.” 

“Yes, she’s generous,” I said. “Generous to a fault, I 
guess you’d call it.” 

“Susceptible is what I do call it. She needs a man of her 
own. Someone to take care of her physically—and for her 
to take care of in other ways. That’s why she was such 
a good nurse—she just loves to mother people, fuss over 
them, help them.” 

“Oh, yes—but she’s been moved over to surgery. She’s 
so good at it that the doctors won’t let her go,” Fitz 
explained. “But she misses the work in the wards, the 
human contact.” Fitz laughed. “A worthy rival. You can’t 
blame me for being jealous.” 

“Your jealously flatters me, Fitz, baby.” 

That evening, I took her out to dinner. Then we went 
dancing. After that, I parked the car in a deserted lane. 

She lay in my arms. I kissed and stroked her lips and 
hair. Surrounded by a perfumed cloud, I quickly became 
aroused. Without thinking, I fondled her breasts through 
her silky dress. 
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She protested, but so sweetly that I continued my 
journey. 

I freed my other arm, unhooked her brassiere, and 
caressed both her naked breasts, bending over to savor 
the ripe nipples. Felice leaned back, her soft, resilient 
globes thrusting themselves closer toward my eager 
mouth. 

We kissed again, straining together passionately. 

I caressed the bare beauty of her legs, aware that 
her muscles quivered as if impatient. I ripped at the 
thin shield of her nylon panties, then pushed her to the 
seat of the car. 

“No, Bob, no. Bob, don't.” 

I tried to make second base. She scratched my face. 
Her knees locked, blocking further progress. 

“No, Bob—” Her voice was choked with emotion. 

“Yes, damn it, yes!” 

With savage strength., I forced her legs apart, seized 
her wrists to pull her protesting hands from my chest. 
My weight descended. I sought wildly to gain her twist¬ 
ing, squirming body. 

“Please, Fitz-” 

Then she went limp, ceased to struggle. 

All right, Bob,” she gasped, “If it means so much to 
you. Go ahead ” 

I released her wrists and began easing myself upon 
Then a pale shaft of moonlight suddenly illuminat¬ 
ed her face. Her eyes were filled with tears. She had re¬ 
signed herself to being degraded by me. 

Despite my desire—despite the overpowering com¬ 
pulsion to achieve my goal, I stopped. Poised between 
heaven and hell, silent and motionless, I stared into her 
lovely face. 

I could not go on. If I had never realized before, I 
knew then that sex is to be shared, not to be taken. 
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I pulled myself from her. She looked at me, her eyes 
softening. 

Neither of us found anything to say as I started the 
car and drove her home. At her door, I kissed her good 
night 

She clasped my face gently in her hands. “You’re a 
darling, Bob Jennings,” she whispered. 

She vanished into the nurse's residence. 

Her departure left me confused—tom by unappeased 
sexuality, yet with an unaccustomed feeling of tender¬ 
ness, plus a kind of tingling anticipation. What was I 
anticipating? I don’t know. But in my state of excitement, 
sleep was out of the question. I headed toward River 
House. 

The few bucks in my pocket quickly vanished. 

When I asked to sign a chit for more chips, Blade 
Butcher said genially, “Why, certainly, Mr. Jennings. 
Your credit is always good at River House.” 

I departed at dawn. And I left behind me more than 
eight hundred dollars’ worth of IOU’s. 

Gambling is comparable to tobogganing. At the out¬ 
set, you believe that you’re in absolute control. Then 
the sled picks up speed. You find yourself a slave to 
gravity, unable to prevent the sled from going at its 
own pace, running away. 

Yet if somehow you can maintain balance, prevent a 
spill, you may arrive in one piece. Each curve tests your 
ability to survive—and clouds your vision. You know 
only that you can’t get off. 

I was on just such a mnaway, slippery course, blindly 
careening toward an unknown end. 


During the days that followed, I gambled desper¬ 
ately, intoxicated by my need to win, by the spinning 
wheel, by the goal that constantly eluded me—Janice. 
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Thirty thousand dollars would be the first step toward 
making her mine. 

But bad luck dogged me. It rode my back like a jun¬ 
ky’s monkey. I was haunted by the specter of my own 
inevitable descent into hell. As losses piled up, my 
world came crashing down upon my bowed shoulders. 
I staggered under my load—fought against tremendous 
odds. And all the while I seemed to hear Blade Butcher’s 
mocking laughter. 

I could not have given a coherent, rational statement 
to explain my need to destroy myself this way. I was 
completely the victim of compulsion, a creature at 
the mercy of his concupiscence. 

I had practically moved into River House, but I did 
drag myself away long enough to attend the auction of 
Gordon’s painting. 

Basking in the glow of flash bulbs, the donor him¬ 
self, a proud—if suffering—look on his face, sat right in 
the first row. He exuded the magnamimity of a prince¬ 
ly patron. A blind man could have seen how noble he 
envisioned himself. 

Only a handful of us knew that Janice had forced 
Gordon to offer up the painting as a sacrifice to the cam¬ 
paign. We anticipated reaping a lot of greenbacks for the 
fund from this deal, if the auction lived up to expecta¬ 
tions. And, of course, the museum would obtain the ex¬ 
pressionist painting that Cripps coveted. 

J. Howard Gordon rose to speak. “All the proceeds 
from this auction will go to the Community Hospital cam¬ 
paign, he boomed. “You all know by now that some of 
us have given generously to the drive. I hope that the 
purchaser of this famous work of art will be equally gen¬ 
erous toward our town and contribute it to our museum. 
Such a fine gesture would not be unappreciated by that 
person s friends and neighbors here in Bella Vista.” 

He sat down amid applause. 
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I sensed that Cripps had ghost-written Gordons 
speech. 

Cripps, in an all but unintelligibly clipped English ac¬ 
cent, stated that the picture was “An excellent example 
of expressionism, and valued at fifty thousand dollars.” 

The show opened as planned. Jack Pritchet’s initial 
bid of twenty-five thousand dollars got things started. A 
second bidder, one we had planted, raised the ante. With 
a blank glance at the dummy beside him, Pollard, the 
little banker, raised the price another five. 

His gargantuan wife, Martha, had been as good as her 
word, I reflected. 

The kitty slowly grew to forty-eight. Then somebody 
ad-libbed, throwing us all into confusion. 

“I'll bid forty-nine thousand,” a fat man with busy 
eyebrows said. 

I had never seen him before. I looked questioningly at 
Dr. Randy Smithers. He shrugged. Would this newcomer 
wreck our scheme? 

Cripps, who was acting as auctioneer, was so sur¬ 
prised that he dropped his English accent. He croaked: 
“Do I hear fifty thousand dollars? Do I hear—” 

Pollard’s dry tone obliged. “You’ve got it. But first 
I’d like to make a statement.” 

“Certainly, Mr. Pollard. The bidding will be temporar¬ 
ily suspended.” 

The banker fussily adjusted his cuffs. “I am bidding 
in behalf of a client, a distinguished benefactor and pa¬ 
tron of the arts.” 

He made a slight bow in the direction of Mrs. Bollin¬ 
ger Archibold, a wizened creature who timidly smiled at 
us. 

“Mrs. Archibold has asked me to announce that she 
will contribute this painting to our museum—provid¬ 
ing, of course, that no one outbids her.” 

Relief restored Cripps’ speech. 
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“Thank you, Mr. Pollard. And thanks to your most 
gracious client.” 

Mrs. Archibold coyly lowered her eyes. 

“I presume that fifty thousand dollars will be the final 
bid,” Cripps went on, his gavel raised. “Going once, go¬ 
ing twice—” 

The fat man jumped up, wildly waving his hands. 
“Stop!” he shouted. “I bid another five hundred.” 

Cripps’ gavel hung suspended in midair. I knew that 
he yearned to throw it at the man. Instead he said, “Sir, 
I think it only appropriate that you identify yourself.” 

The fat man ignored our hostile faces. Complacently, 
he stood up. 

“My name is Roland Messerly. I am an accredited 
art dealer, with headquarters in San Francisco. I have a 
client who wishes to acquire this particular work. He too 
intends to donate it to a museum—in his own home 
town.” 

Pollard held a whispered conference with Mrs. Archi¬ 
bold. He then hiked her offer another thousand dollars. 
Again, the stranger topped it by five hundred. 

I could not imagine why anyone would spend two 
cents on that piece of junk. 

Pollard, for his client, grimly raised Messerly’s final 
bid by seven hundred dollars. That did the trick. The 
stranger clammed up, retired from the bidding. Sweat 
dripped from Cripps’ face as he handed the picture 
down to Pollard. Then he profusely thanked Mrs. Arch¬ 
ibold for her generous contribution. 

Roland Messerly disappeared into the dispersing 
crowd. 

When I returned to my office, I found a long-distance 
message waiting for me. I was to contact J. F. Simpson as 
soon as I got in. Nervously, I dialed the area code. 

He was in rare good humor. “How’d the auction go, 
boy? Anything unexpected happen?” 
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I explained that an art dealer from San Francisco had 
nearly walked away with the picture we had schemed 
to sell. 

He chuckled into the phone. “I sent Roily down to 
stimulate the bidders. How’d he do?” 

"You sent him! My God... He damned near bought 
the painting.” 

"That crazy ham. Gets carried away, sometimes. Wait 
till I get hold of him!” 

I hung up. 

J. F. should be angry? Hell, I was the one who nearly 
died of heart failure during Roily’s act. 

I wondered what I was doing on this insane treadmill, 
anyway. 

Then the vision of Janice’s lovely face and voluptu¬ 
ous body danced in my imagination. 

I knew what I was doing here, all right. I was trying 
to earn a salary, so I could throw it in at River House. 


16 

THE AFTERNOON had been ruggedly wearing. I had 
bounced from chore to chore without finding time 
enough even to step into the men’s room. 

We had scheduled an open house at the hospital for 
the next day. Hundreds of visitors would spill into the 
corridors to get a better idea of how their contributions 
to the fund would be put to work. So for hours women 
fluttered about, rearranging bowls of flowers until the 
whole hospital reeked of asters. A bleary-eyed announcer 
endlessly rehearsed, ruffling through his notes, his hack¬ 
ing cough magnified by a microphone. One of my volun- 
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teer helpers had misplaced stacks of campaign folders. 
I had had to chase him all over the place to locate them. 

Now I glanced at the check that the campaign treas¬ 
urer had just given me. It was in the amount of twenty 
thousand dollars, payable to John F. Simpson Company. 
It represented the second installment of our profes¬ 
sional fee. 

Simpson insisted on our fee being handled this way. 
"Psychologically speaking ” he claimed, “the procedure 
pays off. When the consultant in charge of the project 
collects a check following some important campaign 
event—a kick-off dinner or, in this instance, the art auc¬ 
tion—it serves to strengthen his authority. People look up 
to him, depend on him more” 

I should have immediately mailed the check to Simp¬ 
son. But the day had left me utterly drained. I did not 
have even enough energy to walk to the mailbox. 

The constant pressure I was under, exerted both by 
my job and by the women in my life, was tremendous. 

All during the campaign, Janice and Fitz had hov¬ 
ered before me constantly, silently demanding that I 
choose between them. I had kept putting off the de¬ 
cision. I guess I had wanted both of them and maybe 
still did. But for whatever reasons, I had decided I must 
have Janice at all costs. So be it. 

I didn’t put too much faith in Moira’s reports about 
Janice. Even the best of women were suckers for gos¬ 
sip. Besides, what difference did it make? I was not con¬ 
cerned with what Janice had done when I was not in 
Bella Vista. And since I had arrived, she had had great 
difficulty getting to see even me in private. So it would be 
ridiculous to believe that she might be seeing others. The 
only trouble was that she wanted me to support her in the 
style to which she was accustomed. Okay. I’d have to go 
with that. Ergo—the River House. 

I got home somehow, napped an hour, woke up feel- 
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mg somewhat refreshed, and piled into the Thunderbird. 

“Good evening, Mr. Jennings,* the maitre d' said, as I 
walked into the dining room. “Mr. Butcher wants to speak 
to you—in his office, if you don't mind, sir. Will you step 
this way, please?” 

Blade Butcher extended his thin hand. “How are things 
going at the hospital?” 

“Jogging along. Were in a slight jam of work now— 
with open house coming up tomorrow,” I said, wonder¬ 
ing why he was suddenly so interested. 

He nodded sympathetically. “Glad you've been able 
to relax here with us.” Then he picked up a stack of pa¬ 
pers clipped together with adding-machine tape, and 
handed them to me. “This little matter you’ve probably 
overlooked.” 

I looked at the tape in mounting horror, then ruffled 
through the attached slips of paper. There was no doubt 
about it. They were my IOU’s. Each slip bore my signa¬ 
ture. I had drawn more than three thousand dollars from 
Butcher's bank. The total seemed to stand out in neon 
lights. 

Butcher followed my trend of thought. 

“Adds up fast, doesn't it, Mr. Jennings?” 

I did not give way to the icy fear creeping up my 
spine. My tone was light, casual. 

“Sure does. Sorry to have been so careless. I’ll take 
care of it early next week.” 

I turned to go. His voice stopped me. “I’d prefer to 
settle it now, Jennings. We'd like to balance our ac¬ 
counts.” 

“Ill have to ask you to wait,” I said. “I can’t cover it 
at the moment.” 

His voice cut like a knife blade. Gone now was the 
mask of friendliness. 

“I want the money right away. A check on your out- 
of-town bank will do.” 
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“I told you that I can’t pay it now,” I said, my teeth 
clenched. 

He stood up and walked to the door. “In that case, 
my only course is to present these to the hospital for pay¬ 
ment,” he said slowly. But his soft voice did nothing to 
dispel the chill in his threat. 

The picture loomed before me like a three-dimensional 
nightmare. I could see J. Howard Gordon’s reaction. He 
would love to get me in his power. I imagined him gloat¬ 
ing over my downfall—I could hear his crowing to Janice. 
And John F. Simpson would explode all over the place 
—possibly fire me. I had to get out of this bind. But 
how? 

I pretended to be furious. “Damn it, Butcher, don’t you 
trust me? Here, take a look at this.” 

Contemptuously I tossed on his desk the check that had 
been made out to the Simpson concern, then flipped my 
own business card on top of it. The card identified me 
as Robert K. Jennings, Consultant, John F. Simpson 
Company. 

I hoped that Butcher would not realize that I was 
bluffing—that far from being a wheel in the firm, I was a 
salaried employee. The word “consultant” was merely a 
public-relations title that gave me a percentage bonus at 
the end of each year. 

“That ought to be a good enough credit reference,” I 
snapped. 

“It certainly is,” Butcher responded. He held out the 
check to me. “If you’ll endorse it. I'll have it cashed.” 

I choked. That would be forgery. I had absolutely no 
right to sign that check. 

“I can’t do that,” I stalled. “The home office has to 
clear all checks for tax purposes.” 

My bluff was working. Blade Butcher nodded. 

“I can understand that.” 

But as I reached for the check, he withdrew it 
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“I'll hold this as security until your personal funds ar¬ 
rive/’ He slipped the check into his desk drawer and 
turned the key. “Would you care for a receipt?” 

He did not sense my dismay. 

“No, I trust you,” I said, looking away. “But in that 
case, will I be able to draw further on my credit?” If 
luck came my way then I could win from Butcher the 
money with which to pay him off. 

“Of course, Mr. Jennings. Happy to oblige.” 

That night I drew seven hundred dollars against my 
extended credit—and swallowed enough dexedrine to 
keep me soaring, even though I lost. I was in deeper wa¬ 
ter than ever. 

Stark fears haunted my sleep. Would I be able to pull 
myself out of this one? My gambling debts hung over 
my head like a cloud about to spit lightning. 


The following day, at the hospital, open house went off 
with a bang. The building was filled to overflowing with 
happy, chattering visitors. Dr. Williams publicly congrat¬ 
ulated me for my part in the campaign. But I was too 
despondent to care. I collapsed on my bed that night 
without bothering to remove my clothes. 

At River House the next evening, I managed to hold 
down my losses. But I had only four hundred dollars more 
to draw on. Both credit and time were running out. I 
quit early. This, I decided, was not my night. 

I had barely closed my apartment door before the Old 
Man phoned. He wanted a detailed report on how things 
were going. “And where the hell is that second check?” he 
bellowed. “Should have been here day before yesterday. 
Haven’t you collected it yet?” 

I hesitated. 

“Hello? Are you there, Jennings?” 

“Yes, J.F.” I tried to make my voice reassuring. “There’s 
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been a little delay. But don’t worry, the check will be 
along promptly.” 

“Maybe I should call Dr. Williams. He signed the con¬ 
tract” 

“I wouldn’t do that. The treasurer is out of town. 
He’ll be back tomorrow, or next day at the latest. I’ll 
send the check on to you. Don’t worry about it. Every¬ 
thing’s okay.” 

Cold sweat was beading my forehead as I hung up. 
The echo of my own voice still rang in my ears. Every¬ 
thing is okay—in a pig’s eye, I thought. 

I glanced at my watch. Scarcely midnight. I had not 
even had time to remove my topcoat. 

In another moment I was out the door and down the 
stairs. 


I raced out to River House, determined to win back 
the money I had lost. The solemn-faced cashier drew 
chips for the remainder of my credit limit. “Good luck, 
Mr. Jennings” he said. Then, as if ashamed of display¬ 
ing emotion, he hastily began to straighten his chip racks. 

I would have sold my soul to the devil for a run of luck. 
By sheer will, I tried to control the clicking white ball. 

I placed a ten-dollar chip on the black square. Black 
came up. I let the twenty ride. Black repeated. I put 
four ten-dollar chips on the red square. The ball stopped 
on red. 

From then on, I rode the crest. A sixth sense seemed 
to tell jne what the ball would do. 

My fingers grew sensitive to the swelling pile of chips 
I felt confident once again in my ability to win. I took 
more risks, still playing the small-odd wagers, but for in¬ 
creasingly sizable amounts. 

I had won more than four thousand dollars when dou¬ 
ble zero, the house number, came up. The croupier 



128 BELLA VISTA'S WIVES 

swept in my bet—five hundred dollars—with the other 
wagers. 

I put the same amount on black. Double zero ap¬ 
peared again. 

Then Blade Butcher stepped into the room. 

A wave of fury swept over me. 

“It's going to come up again,” I heard my hunch whis¬ 
per. I shoved all my remaining chips on the double zero 
square—a thirty-five-to-one shot. 

The croupier raised an eyebrow. He used his long 
curved stick to count the chips. 

“The bet on double zero is thirty-two hundred dollars” 
he stated. 

A sign above his head announced a thousand-dollar 
limit. 

Blade Butcher stared at me. A slight, sardonic smile 
curved his lips as he started toward me. 

“The table limit is lifted for this play ” he drawled. 

If the double zero came up again, I would collect 
one hundred twenty-two thousand dollars. 

I felt certain of success. And I knew just what I would 
do with the money that I was sure to win. I would pay 
off Butcher, set up my own firm, and marry Janice Gor¬ 
don. 

I would be on top of the world. 

Hypnotized by the whirling wheel, I held my breath. 
Then the croupier released the ball. I watched it move 
against the current of the clicking disc. 

As the wheel slowed, I turned my back and walked 
away. Behind me I could hear the ball settling into a 
hole. Everyone gasped. The the croupier intoned the 
winning number. 

“Number seven—black.” 

In a daze I walked out of River House. I had lost 
Everything was gone. 



17 

I FELT numb, as if all sensation were temporarily sus¬ 
pended in limbo. I was in shock—as detached and un¬ 
feeling as a man who does not yet comprehend that 
his arm has been severed from his body. 

Mechanically, I drove home, undressed, and brushed 
my teeth. I had no thoughts, did not seem to be exper¬ 
iencing any reaction to having lost anything—my job, 
my ambitions, the girl I wanted. When J. F. found out 
that I had gambled away his check, the ax would fall 
right on my neck. % 

Abruptly the telephone shrilled. Its rasping cry irri¬ 
tated me. I reached out to strangle it, clumsily knocked 
it from its cradle. I heard shrill noises sifting from the 
handpiece. Automatically I lifted the thing. Despair hit 
me as I held it to my ear, unable to say a word. 

“Bob—Bob? Are you there?” 

The panic-stricken voice slashed through my fog. 

“Janice?” I whispered. 

“Bob, Tm in trouble. I need youl” 

“Where are you? Whats happened?” 

She panted directions and hung up, without telling me 
what sort of trouble had impelled her to call. 

I jumped into clothes, spurred the T-bird to the 
municipal parking lot where, she had told me, she was 
waiting. Her powder-blue sports car stood at the edge 
of the concrete apron, away from the dim pool of illum¬ 
ination thrown by a street light. The dull red flame of her 
hair was barely discernible as her head rested against 
her forearms on the steering wheel. 

129 
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“Janice, what’s the matter?” 

She lifted her face, as pale as white canvas. 

“Oh, Bob—” 

She slipped down in a crumpled heap. 

Then I saw the dark splotches on her dress and legs. 
I grasped her body to prop her up. Thickening blood 
stuck to my shoes. 

I shoved her over in the seat, crawled behind the 
wheel and held the accelerator to the floor all the way 
to the hospital. I careened up to the emergency en¬ 
trance, leaned on the horn. Then I gathered up Jan¬ 
ice in my arms and shouldered my way through the 
swinging glass door. 

The nurse on duty looked amazed at first and then 
angry. She was about to scold me when she caught sight 
of the blood on Janice’s dress. 

“In here,” she directed. She shoved open a door, then 
jerked the phone from its hook. “Dr. Jackson. Emergen¬ 
cy. At once, please.” 

By the time a resident physician and a couple of 
interns had dashed in, the nurse had already stripped 
Janice, was mopping the blood from her body. 

“Out,” the doctor snapped at me. “Close the door.” 

As I returned to the anteroom, the nurse was giving 
hurried orders; she disappeared around a comer. Two 
others trotted down the corridor, their hands stuffed 
with bottles. 

Another resident doctor appeared, yawning. People 
popped in and out of the room. No one noticed me. 

Finally the young doctor in charge emerged from 
the interior. I had never met him. Maybe he was new. 
Contempt and fury sparked from his eyes. 

He snarled at me, “Who did it—a neighborhood butch¬ 
er?” 

“Did what? What are you talking about?” 

‘What am I talking about? Abortion—as if you didn’t 
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know! Looks like it was done with a rusty pickaxe. 
Shes tom to pieces.* 

His hands balled up into fists. 

“You should be horsewhipped and then lynched!” He 
turned away abruptly and slammed into his office. 

Minutes later, nurses rolled out a stretcher. I could 
hardly recognize Janice. Her face was as white as the 
sheets. 

I followed behind them. The angry young doctor 
came up. 

“Get away from her. You’ve done enough damage.” 
He brushed past me. 

My eyes followed them down the hall. I entered a pub¬ 
lic phone booth and reached in my pocket for a coin. 
Only then did I realize that my hands were covered with 
Janices blood. 

Gordon must have been waiting for the phone to sound 
off. He answered before the first ring was completed. 

“There’s been an accident,” I said. “Better get to the 
hospital right away.” 

He let out a sob. “Who is this?” 

I told him, and replaced the receiver. I stepped out of 
the booth. 

A nurse walked down the corridor toward me. 

“Would you please move your car, sir? It’s blocking the 
ambulance entrance.” 

Then she looked at me again. 

“Why don’t you go home now, and get some rest? 
There’s nothing you can do here.” 

In a daze, I moved Janice’s car. I walked slowly to the 
parking lot where I had picked her up, found the Thun- 
derbird. I drove slowly to my apartment. 

A hot bath, followed by a sleeping pill, enabled me 
to fall into a condition somewhat resembling slumber. 

I awoke about six o’clock, put on my trousers and un- 
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buttoned a fresh shirt. Then the door burst open and 
J. Howard Gordon rushed in. 

He swung wildly at my head. Fortunately, he missed. I 
stepped back, blocking his second roundhouse swing. 

He plowed into the room, his arms flailing like pump 
handles. I dodged and tripped against a chair. His left 
fist caught me on the side of the head. I stumbled for¬ 
ward, hands outstretched. Another punch struck my ear. I 
went down. 

Staggering up, I pulled myself erect. In cold fury, I let 
him have my right fist in his mouth. When he grimaced 
with pain, I felt pleased. But still he came on. 

“I’ll kill you—kill youl” he muttered, his eyes glazed. 

“Why? What do you think IVe done?” 

His reply was a ponderous right. I slipped under it. He 
was considerably older than I, and I hated to hurt him; 
but I had to defend myself. 

I slugged him again in the face. It stopped him only 
momentarily. He kept coming back for more. When I 
went into a clinch, his labored breathing splattered my 
cheeks with blood. Suddenly I released him. This was in¬ 
sane. 

“Is Janice dead?” I asked. 

His head snapped to one side; his eyes began to focus 
again. 

“I—I don’t know. Got to find out.” 

He staggered out of the room and I heard him run¬ 
ning down the stairs. The outside door slammed. 

In the bathroom, I ducked my head under the cold- 
water faucet 

The chilling shock worked fast. I began to think. Why 
had I not denied the doctor’s accusation? Why had I let 
Gordon go on thinking I had pushed his wife to the brink 
of death? 

Thank God she had not come through with what she 
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had been promising me. I could be sure that I was not 
responsible for her condition. 

Who was? 

I thought back to that time when nature had kept us 
apart. I counted on my fingers. Nine weeks, nearly ten. 

And all that while I had been considering myself the 
prime candidate for Janice’s favors. What a laugh! 


I drove to the hospital. It seemed to me that the people 
there stared at me curiously. Between the angry young 
doctor and the irrational J. Howard Gordon, the whole 
town must have heard by now that I had gotten Janice 
Gordon pregnant. 

“How is Mrs. Gordon?* I asked the receptionist. 

Probably she had answered that question a thousand 
times since the preceding night. 

“Her condition is still critical. She has not regained con¬ 
sciousness.” 

It was only seven o’clock in the morning, but I went 
directly to Dr. Williams’ office. Word had reached him 
at home. He was already at his desk. 

I described to him in detail Janice’s call to me. 

“A tragic situation,” he commented. “I cannot under¬ 
stand a woman of her intelligence taking such a risk.” 

Time, that morning, seemed to hang suspended. I could 
not work. The hours dragged by, most of them spent in 
Dr. Williams’ office, waiting for reports from upstairs. I 
did not dare go up to Janice’s room for fear that Gor¬ 
don and I would clash again. 

Then the director received a call which made his face 
go white. His hand shook as he cradled the receiver. He 
turned to me. 

“Rumors are flying around town. It's being said that 
Mrs. Gordon is dying of a criminal abortion—and that 
the operation was performed here at the hospital.” 
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I was unable to speak. The charge was absurd and 
could be disproved easily enough. Even so, I recognized 
it as another damaging example of "the big lie,” which 
could find credence among the ill-informed, excitable 
segments of the town’s population. 

Dr. Williams seemed relieved when I left to go to 
my own office. 

I had scarcely settled myself at my desk when Fitz 
walked in. 

"Mrs. Gordon has partially regained consciousness,” she 
announced. "Most of what she says is rambling and in¬ 
coherent. But she begs that you don’t leave the hospital 
She says she must know that you’re near.” 

Then the dam broke. Tears flooded her cheeks. She 
turned abruptly and fled. 

What could I say? How could I make them believe 
that I had nothing to do with Janice’s predicament? 

I got up and locked the door. I wanted to be alone to 
think. 

Everything I had wanted seemed to be slipping from 
my grasp. I could do nothing to help myself or the woman 
I had hungered for all these years. 

Then I began to see myself—and my relationship to 
Janice-more clearly. What a fool I had been. I had lusted 
after her body, created an image of her as a sex goddess, 
instead of appreciating her warm, human qualities. I 
had wanted to see her alone for only one purpose. I had 
not gone to her home for dinners, cocktails, friendly eve¬ 
nings. I had depended for companionship on Fitz, on 
Moira—but never on Janice. So she had turned to some 
other man. Why not? What had I done for her? Nothing. 
I had been a selfish little egoist, wrapped like a mummy 
in my own make-believe world. Oh, Janice, I thought, 
if only you live, I’ll make it up to you. 

The phone sounded. It was Janice’s nurse. 

"Mr. Jennings, the doctor has just seen Mrs. Gordon. He 
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says that her condition is rapidly improving. He has taken 
her off the critical list" 

As I replaced the receiver, I sighed in relief. 


I resolved I would go to Janice as soon I could tell 
her how selfish I had been. 

Night had fallen. I breathed deep of the fragrant air. 
The bright moon sailed slowly through the sky. 

I felt free. 

After so many wasted years, I felt that at last I had fully 
become a man, rid of the self-forged shackles of adoles¬ 
cent selfishness. 


18 

THE DOOR of my apartment swung open at my touch. 
In my haste to leave, I had forgotten to lock it. 

A man was slumped in my chair. I stared at Randy 
Smithers, who looked back at me with tired, bloodshot 
eyes. 

“Bob, how is she? Will she live?" 

He was unshaven, disheveled. No longer did he seem 
the suave man-about-town. 

His questions spilled out faster than I could answer. 
“How is she? What did she say? Who’s responsible for 
her condition? Has Howie been informed?" 

He only half-listened to my replies. He stood up, paced 
the floor for a few moments. Then he left without saying 
goodbye. 

I dropped exhausted into the easy chair Randy had 
vacated and began to speculate on his strange behavior. 
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Why as he so unnerved? Why come to me for informa¬ 
tion when he himself was on the hospital staff and had 
access to all its records? Why appear so shattered by an 
occurrence that, however tragic, was no direct concern 
of his? 

Then, like a flash of summer lightning, knowledge 
came to me. Yes. I knew. 

I dialed his home. There was no answer. I rang again 
every half-hour throughout the night. To no avail. My 
own nervousness increased with each passing hour. Some¬ 
how I had to contact Randy Smithers. I had to verify the 
part he had played in Janice's tragedy. 

At four in the morning, I dressed, ran outside and 
climbed into my car. The silent, deserted streets stretched 
before me as I headed toward the lake road. As I left 
the town limits behind me, fog curled eerily up from 
the swamp. 

Then I saw Randy's car. It had turned over and rested 
partially on its top in the ditch alongside the road. The 
radiator and part of the hood were buried in the mud. 
Broken glass from the windshield and windows littered 
the road. The gold-and-white shield with its M.D. in¬ 
signia was plainly visible oh the rear license plate. 

I slammed on my brakes, got out. A vague whiff of 
gasoline made my head spin. I stood on the edge of a 
ditch and looked at Randy's broken body. 

Shards of splintered glass protruded from his chest. A 
bottle of Scotch had released its contents, and now the 
last of it gurgled onto his upturned face. 


I had to fill out countless forms, answer unending ques¬ 
tions. The state police finally released me. 

Bahk at the hospital. I was reminded of Gordon’s ex¬ 
istence when I opened the door to Janice’s room and 
paused on the threshold. 
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Hunched beside her bed, he gave me a withering look. 
Then he heaved himself up and lurched toward me, his 
still battered face grim with hate. But Janice’s faint call 
froze him. 

“Howie? Is that you, Howie?” 

Her weak voice stopped him dead in his tracks. He 
spun back toward her bed. 

“Yes, darling. I’m here. Janice, can you hear me?” 

The nurse sped past me, gestured for me to leave, and 
closed the door behind her. 

Their muffled voices floated through the door—hers 
flute-like, his a growling bass. 

When Dr. Williams arrived, his shocked expression as 
he looked at me made me realize I had not shaved in two 
days. My shoes and trousers were caked with mud. I 
stank of gasoline and sweat. 

I blurted out the whole story of Gordon’s accusation, 
of Randy Smither’s strange behavior, and of my subse¬ 
quent discovery of Randy’s body. 

“I’m innocent, sir. But I can’t prove it. I have no choice 
but to clear out of Bella Vista. Let someone else from 
the office wrap up the drive. If I stay, things will con¬ 
tinue. to go ddwnhill. And Gordon would like nothing 
better than to destroy me—even if that defeated the fund 
drive.” 

His face drawn and haggard, Williams made no at¬ 
tempt to answer. I dragged my feet toward the door— 
and suddenly stopped as it swung open violently. 

Gordon charged into the room, his eyes staring. His 
big paw grabbed my coat. Let him do what he will, I 
thought. I will not defend myself. The poor devil has 
taken a terrible beating. 

Gordon was crying; deep, racking sobs wrenched from 
his vitals. Tears blinded him. He clung to me—a dead 
weight, the strength sapped from his body. I propelled 
him into a chair. He collapsed in a heap. 
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I turned away, embarrassed. I had no wish to see how 
grief had crushed and humiliated this once-vital, bluster¬ 
ing creature. 

Then Gordon dragged himself from the abyss of his 
sorrow. 

“It was Smithers,” he sobbed, looking at us from dull 
eyes. He and Janice had been having an affair. Janice 
told me. It—It was Smithers.” 

He stopped, looked around vacantly. Sunlight 
streamed through an open window. That seemed to help 
him pull himself together. He faced us to repeat in a 
lackluster voice the whole sordid story. 

“It had been going on for years. Then Janice got care¬ 
less. She discovered she was pregnant.” 

Anguish broke his monotone. “She—she told me all 
about it,” he squealed. 

He looked hopelessly around the room, then resumed 
his story. 

“Janice thought she’d be able to handle it. She didn’t 
even tell Smithers. She feared he would do something 
that would ruin his reputation.” 

He laughed. It was a tortured sound, full of bitterness. 

“She found the name of some quack and went to him 
without saying anything to anybody.” 

And he cracked again, pitifully appealing to us each 
in turn. 

“Oh, my God, if she had only told me! I’d have tried to 
understand. I wouldn’t have let her take the risk. She’s 
all my life—everything I cherish. Why did she—” 

Wordlessly, Dr. Williams and I tiptoed from the office. 
Neither of us could bear to look at Gordon’s broken 
hulk. Bent over, he hid his face in his hands, his shoulders 
shaking and heaving. 

“Mr. Gordon wants to be alone,” Dr. Williams in¬ 
structed his secretary. “I’ll be in Mr. Jenning’s office, if 
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anybody needs me. Don’t allow Mrs. Gordon to be dis¬ 
turbed.” 

Our silent passage through the corridors provoked 
curious stares, but we were wearing grim expressions 
that effectively blocked any questions. No one spoke as 
we passed. 

In my office, Dr. Williams drummed his fingers on 
the desk. 

"Bob, I really don't know what to say.” 

He shook his head, staring blindly through the window 
at the sunlit walk. People were strolling in and out of 
the hospital. I lay on the office couch, my eyes closed, 
my mind numbed. 

At that moment I would have welcomed the end of 
the world. 

“Bob,” the hospital director said, “you were talking of 
leaving. I want you to stay. You’ve got to. I know it may 
be rough. But it would be worse if you left. It would 
not be fair, either to you or to the campaign. We can’t 
leave a job half-done. Besides, I want you to remain right 
here in town, working for hospital, after the fund drive 
is over.” He looked at me. “Well, what do you say, Bob? 
Will you stay?” 

I hated to pull myself up. I hated still more the effort 
of speaking. 

“Doc, before I answer that, you’d better hear the rest 
of my story.” 

Confession of my gambling debts was hard to make. I 
did not mention why I had gone astray—that I had been 
infatuated with Janice Gordon. 

“So I’m still in plenty of trouble,” I finished. “This 
could play havoc with the drive. If it came to light, it 
would undermine all confidence in my organization.” 

Williams’ bloodless lips were set in a tight line. 

“Can you get this settled. Bob?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe—if I get the chance. I’ll have 
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to speak to Simpson about it. If you still want me to re¬ 
main, that is. Otherwise, I’d just let events take their 
course.” 

He mulled it over. 

"All right,” he said at last. “Better see what you can 
do” 

Presently, I picked up the phone to call the airport. I 
would have preferred calling the undertaker. But destiny 
in the shape of J. F. Simpson, awaited me in New York. 



“YOU did—what?” 

Simpson spoke in italics, bold-faced and underscored. 
His fingers turned white as he grasped the edge of his 
desk. 

Sadly and succinctly, I told him about my involvement 
with Blade Butcher. I did not consider it necessary to 
explain what had motivated me. I said nothing at all 
of my mad infatuation with Janice, nor did I mention 
Smithers. 

Where money was concerned, J. F. did not probe tor 
motives. In his eyes, wanting money was quite under¬ 
standable and required no explanation. What he could 
not digest was that anyone in his organization would 
risk his—John F. Simpsons—reputation to get it. 

“You said five grand?” 

I nodded. “That's what I owe the man.” 

“God, you must have gone crazy!” 

It was a fair diagnosis. I nodded again. 

“What do you expect me to do? It’s not my responsi- 
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bility. You got into this hole. It’s up to you to get out of 
it.” 

I started to leave the room. 

“Where in hell are you going? Sit down!” 

He rose from behind his desk and began to pace the 
floor like a caged lion. He was bellowing now, and he 
continued to bellow for more than an hour. 

He chopped me up into small pieces, then ran the 
minced meat through a grinder to pulverize it Every now 
and then, he shoved a bloody chunk before my eyes. 

“How could you do this to me?” 

He shrugged his shoulders, a hurt, baffled look on his 
face. 

“How could you?” 

He collapsed into his chair and plucked a cigar out of 
his humidor. Instead of putting fire to its tip, he chewed 
it angrily. Then in disgust, he jerked the mangled tobacco 
pulp from his mouth and threw it into the wastebasket. 

“Okay. Now here’s what you're going to do, you son 
of a bitch ...” 

Two hours later, I was on the plane going back to 
Bella Vista. My face was still red with the humiliation 
of Simpson’s farewell words. He had spoken in such a 
low voice that I had had to strain to hear him. 

“You realize, of course, that you’re fired. But you’re go¬ 
ing back to take care of Butcher. Then you’re going to 
wind up this campaign properly. And you’d better do 
it right—understand? You’re going to pay back every cent 
you’ve stolen from me. The office will figure what bonus 
you would have gotten and the rest will come out of 
your pay. And don’t try to use my name for a reference— 
ever! 


At Bella Vista, I drove right from the airport to the 
River House. 
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Blade Butcher was bland and noncommittal. He took 
Simpsons five-thousand-dollar check, looked as it casually 
and said, “Thanks” He then returned to me the twenty- 
grand check made out to the Simpson organization which 
he had kept in escrow. 

Simpson had not even trusted me enough to let me 
handle this myself. He had made out his own check to 
Butcher rather than to me, to make sure that I would not 
try any more hanky-panky. 

I went from River House to the post office and sent 
the check for twenty thousand to Simpson—via regis¬ 
tered airmail. 

Then I drove to the hospital. 

My meeting with Dr. Williams was marked by an un¬ 
comfortable formality. Apparently he found it difficult to 
be cordial. 

“Ill be able to continue working here throughout the 
remainder of the campaign,” I said. 

He studied me closely before commenting. 

“Well, weve still got plenty of work to do, haven’t 
we? I don’t suppose you’ve talked this over with Gor¬ 
don. Don’t you think you should? He’s still the campaign 
chairman.” 

I would rather have relived every hour of my horren¬ 
dous experience in Bella Vista than drag myself to a con¬ 
ference with J. Howard Gordon. But I forced myself to 
face the music. As I approached his office, I kept hoping 
that something would happen—an earthquake, a world¬ 
shaking disaster—anything to prevent my having to turn 
that knob. 

When I walked in, I saw at once that Gordon’s over- 
confidence and overbearing manner had disappeared. He 
regarded me with frank curiosity. 

“Mr. Gordon, I’m not here on any personal mission. I 
want to discuss the future of the campaign with you.” 

“Okay,” he said. “But first, I think you ought to know 
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that my wife is better and should be coming home in a 
few days.” 

He paused 

"She asked me to thank you for your help in getting 
her to the hospital that night.” 

That took care of the proprieties. We got down to busi¬ 
ness, going over every detail of the drive with single- 
minded practicality. We both wanted to get it over with 
as rapidly as possible, and make the best showing 
possible. 


The whole atmosphere of the town seemed to have 
changed. Or, perhaps I was beginning to see things in a 
different light. It was like awakening to a whole new, 
sober world after a night of riotous drinking. 

I had never worked so hard in my life. I attacked every 
detail of the campaign with determination and cold pur¬ 
pose. Gordons intensity matched my own and we made a 
good team. Never once did he let a flicker of emotion 
enter into our relationship. We worked together with the 
impersonality of well-oiled cogwheels. 

I had a feeling that people were watching me curiously, 
half fearfully, as if I were some strange creature from an¬ 
other planet or a patient newly released from a mental 
institution. They were waiting to see what I would do 
next. My methods of extracting money, they had learned 
were full of surprises, and not always painless. And to 
many of them, I was the man who had got a woman into 
dire trouble. The matter of the abortion, of the com¬ 
plicity of the late Dr. Randy Smithers, was not one which 
Janice or Howard could go around making explanations 
about. And the newspapers had attributed Randy's death, 
simply, to accident. 

That did not bother me. 

What did upset me was Fitz*s deep freeze. She refused 
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to acknowlege my existence. She acted as if I were in¬ 
visible. At meetings, she would talk without appearing to 
notice that I was devouring her with my eyes. Beneath 
her calm disregard, I thought I detected concealed pain, 
a hidden suffering that I had inflicted upon her. 

With all my heart, I wanted to reach out and touch her. 
I wanted to tell her the truth. But 1 could not. The secret 
was not mine to share, not even with her. It formed an 
impassable barrier, a thick glass wall, beyond which I 
could not go. The wall was so impenetrable that had 
I shouted at the top of my voice, the scream would 
have bounced back to mock me. 

As the pressure of my work mounted, I welcomed it. 
The increased load took my mind off personal problems. I 
took refuge in the job at hand. 

J. F. Simpson himself arrived in Bella Vista the day 
before the big-gifts dinner was to be held. Supposedly, he 
had come to hear Wilson Monaghan, the prominent in¬ 
dustrialist, make a speech. But it was perfectly obvious 
to me that he was using this as an excuse to make a per¬ 
sonal check-up and see for himself if I were carrying out 
his instructions. 

I was living by the book. Life was grim, earnest—and 
not much fun. 

I had sent back the car to the rental agency and had 
informed my landlord that I would vacate the apartment 
at the end of the month. I had found cheaper quarters in a 
rooming house for the final few weeks of the assign¬ 
ment. Simpson had been gouging out his full pound of 
flesh from my paycheck. He had notified me of the exact 
status of our accounts. The amount that I would be get¬ 
ting during my final period of employment would be a 
bare pittance—enough for survival, not quite enough for 
living. 

At the big-gifts dinner, the people at the speakers’ 
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table and in the audience seemed to be sitting in review 
of my life in Bella Vista, 

J. Howard Gordon, John Winston and Dr. Williams 
were seated on the dais with Wilson Monaghan, the 
speaker. My boss, Simpson, also had wangled himself 
into a place of honor. Janice, as women’s division chair¬ 
man, was there, too. She looked pale, but lovely, and quite 
transformed. As I watched her talking to her husband 
with warmth and affection, I experienced no vestige of 
jealousy, only gratitude that she was alive and well 
enough to be present. 

The greatest satisfaction I had was seeing Moira Win¬ 
ston enter. 

As John Winston had said, a miracle had transferred. 
For instead of being confined to her customary wheel¬ 
chair, she was now walking uncertainly on her new 
crutches; but walking nonetheless. Her legs moved and 
supported her. The tight lines of suffering and bitterness 
were gone from her forehead and her merry laughter rang 
out clearly, lighting up her smooth, happy face. John 
Winston could hardly take his proud eyes from her, 
even though the president of his firm was seated next 
to him. 

Monaghan lived up to his advance billing. He was 
good, delivering a well-thought-out speech that earned 
resounding applause. 

But it was J. Howard Gordon, the campaign chairman, 
who stole the scene. 

No trace of his former overbearing conceit clung to 
him as he arose. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, there is nothing I can add 
to what our guest of honor has already said so exceedingly 
well. But, with apologies to him, I must say one thing that 
he did not—and could not—say.” 

The guests pricked up their ears. Gordon went on: 

“I don’t think anybody in Bella Vista has yet done 
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enough for our campaign. Some people in this room 
know well what our hospital means to us. I am one of 
them—because it has just saved for me that which means 
most to me in the world—the life of my wife.” 

He reached out to grasp Janice’s hand and stood look¬ 
ing down at her with unabashed love. When he resumed 
speaking, his voice was suspiciously husky. 

“I can never begin to repay my debt. My previous gift 
to the campaign was a grandstand play which really cost 
me nothing. I want to apologize publicly for that cheap 
gesture. I had originally intended it to be my only gift.” 

A murmur arose. 

“Now,” Gordon said, “I pledge a subscription of one 
hundred thousand dollars to our Community Hospital 
fund, payable in amounts of twenty thousand annually 
over the next five years. If I can possibly increase that 
sum during that time, I hereby promise to do so. All 
right, my friends.” Gordon paused. “What will you do 
for our hospital?” 

Each person in the room felt that Gordon was speak¬ 
ing directly to him. All were astounded by the size of 
the pledge. There was a shifting of feet as each man re¬ 
ceived the impact of Gordon’s piercing eyes. 

It was a flagrant violation of our professional code to 
demand public pledges as Gordon had just done, despite 
the fact that everyone realizes this is die most effective 
way to raise money. Yet from the manner in which John 
F. Simpson was looking at Gordon, I wondered if he were 
considering offering him an executive spot in the or¬ 
ganization, perhaps a partnership. In any event, when the 
campaign ended, I would be out knocking on doors for 
a job. And without the benefit of Simpson’s reference, 
my chances for remaining in the fund-raising field ap¬ 
peared discouragingly dim. 

I turned my gaze to Gordon. The chairman’s sincerity 
had affected the entire audience. When Sam Blackman 
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stood up to pledge fifty grand, no one exchanged know¬ 
ing looks with his neighbor. After the other prearranged 
gifts had been announced, the cream of the profits start¬ 
ed rolling in. These were the unsolicited pledges and 
the holdouts, all inspired by Gordon. It was not a stam¬ 
pede; it never is. But it was a damned good showing 
and a good omen for the success of the drive. 

As soon as Gordon had begun to speak, Dr. Williams 
had slipped away from the group to join me in the rear. 
He helped me record names and information. I frantically 
jotted down the names of the donors and the amounts 
pledged. A record like this is necessary because en¬ 
thusiasm soon wanes. The magic engendered by the 
emotional epidemic of generosity fades away, and prom¬ 
ises tend to depreciate rapidly in the cold light of the 
morning after. 

I was busily trying to total my scrawled figures and de¬ 
cipher the individual names when Dr. Williams nudged 
me. 

“Listen,” he said. 

Gordon was looking toward our table. 

“No matter what we accomplish in this campaign, 
whether or not we go over the top, there is one person 
to whom we all owe heartfelt thanks. No one could have 
worked harder or with greater dedication to put across 
this project. Certainly we could have gotten nowhere 
without his tremendous drive and talent.” Howard 
winked across the room at Dr. Williams. “I propose that 
we now show him how much we appreciate his efforts.” 

I freed my hands in order to join in applauding the 
hospital director sitting next to me. 

“Will our campaign director stand up. Bob Jennings, 
we thank you.” 

My mouth fell open. I must have looked like the vil¬ 
lage idiot. 

I could not move until Dr. Williams kicked my ankle 
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under the table. Then I stood up. But I was unable to 
speak or even to say anything through my tear-blurred 
eyes. 

After the dinner ended, the people crowded up to con¬ 
gratulate Gordon and Monaghan. 

I was grateful that the press of the crowd permitted 
me to escape unnoticed. 

I had jotted down a pledge for myself: five hundred 
dollars. I was pretty broke, but I figured I would be able 
to raise the money somehow before the year was out. 
One salesman is always a sucker for another one, and 
Howie Gordon certainly had given me a great pitch. 


20 

THE big-gifts dinner marked the end of Phase Two of 
the hospital campaign. The glamorous part of the drive 
—the preparation, the build-up for heavy donations, the 
promotion of sizable checks and pledges—these things 
had come and gone. Now the slogging, sweating work 
began. 

After the spectacular high drama of bomber raids and 
artillery barrages, it is time for the commandos and in¬ 
fantry to come up, advancing foot by foot over the 
battlefield. 

Our commandoes were hard-striking teams that moved 
in swiftly to secure stubborn strong points that still held 
out against us. We used any weapon that came to hand 
in order to destroy resistance. 

Gordon rallied and led with unflagging energy these 
groups of combat specialists. I served with him as chief 
of staff. 
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Late one afternoon we sat in conference with Bella 
Vistas leading insurance broker. He was not overjoyed 
to see us, but managed to hide his feelings—until Gordon 
mentioned the amount of his pledge made at the big- 
gifts dinner. 

Just how did he wish to handle the payments? 

“But, Howard, there's been a misunderstanding. I said 
eight thousand, not eighteen thousand.” 

The man's flashing smile was as false as his dentures. 

“In all the confusion of the dinner, that was a natural 
error. I’ll have the check drawn right away.” 

Gordon looked at him coldly, then turned to me. 

“How much was the pledge, Jennings?” 

I consulted my original notes. 

“Eighteen,” I confirmed. 

“You heard Jennings,” the campaign chairman snapped. 

“Now, Howie, there's been a mistake—an honest mis¬ 
take, I'm sure. But I said only eight thousand.” 

“You're a damned liar,” Gordon said. “Are you going 
to keep your word or not?” 

The man bristled. 

“Gordon, you can't talk to me like that. I know what 
I said. You can't pull this kind of con game on me.” 

Gordon did not bother to reply. He merely said to me, 
“Let's go. Were wasting time here.” 

Something in his voice got under the skin of the man 
behind the desk. 

“Now, wait a minute, Howard.” He half-rose, his eyes 
worried. “Let's not have a misunderstanding. What are 
you going to do?” 

“The only thing I can do, Lew. I'll have to report to 
the campaign committee that you've gone back on your 
word.” 

Like a roll call, you could see the insurance peddler 
reviewing the committee membership, ticking off his big 
clients on that list, calculating what damage they could 
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inflict on him. He moved quickly to pour oil on the trou¬ 
bled waters. 

“Hold on now, Howie,” he called. “I'm sure we can 
work this out. There's no reason to get mad. I'll meet 
you halfway. Say thirteen thousand.” 

Gordon was already walking away. Without looking 
back, he said, “Eighteen.” 

His hand was reaching for the door knob 
“All right, all right. Have it your way.” 

I slid the filled-out pledge card for eighteen thousand 
across the desk. 

He signed. 


The women and their teen-age children were the in¬ 
fantry. 

They divided the community into neighborhoods and 
slogged from door to door to ring some thirty thousand 
doorbells, give thirty thousand sweet smiles, make thirty 
thousand gracious pleas, and accept thirty thousand an¬ 
swers, ranging from snarling refusals to hastily located 
two-bit pieces or crumpled five spots. 

Janice and her captains raced by car from one field 
headquarters to another, making sure that the volunteer 
troops were on duty, that transportation was available 
for them, that coffee and cookies were on hand. She de¬ 
livered pep talks and supervised the counting of nickles, 
quarters and bills as they trickled in. 

As always, this was a mountain laboring to bring forth 
a mouse. For all the monumental effort came to an insig¬ 
nificant total—less in the aggregate than one major dona¬ 
tion at the big-gifts dinner. 

But it was important in that it gave thousands of peo¬ 
ple a direct contact with the hospital, making them feel 
that they were a part of its development. So the effort 
was well worth while. 
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Through the whole clean-up operation, I raced from 
salient to salient like a battle-weary courier, keeping 
open the lines of communication, bucking up discour¬ 
aged warriors, maintaining a running estimate of our 
gains, and serving as a one-man shock-troop unit. 

When one of the women fainted during the house-to- 
house canvass, I rushed her back to headquarters in the 
school cafeteria for convalescence on a cot. Then I 
grabbed her cards and, together with the scared high 
school student working with her, finished soliciting her 
assigned addresses. 

When a big-gift worker became timid and began to 
back down before a strongly resisting prospect, I took 
over. After administering my heavy blows, I usually 
came away with his payment, plus a bonus as a sop to 
the man’s conscience. 

For myself, it was all an emotionless performance. I 
operated as a professional soldier, going through the mo¬ 
tions of battle long after feeling and thought had de¬ 
serted me. 

I could not think beyond the immediate task at hand. 
I never queried myself about the future. Not once did I 
ask myself: “After this, what? Where do I go from here?” 

What would have been the sense in such speculations? 
No answer would have been forthcoming. All the things 
I had cherished—my ambitions, my career, my love— 
would remain buried here in Bella Vista. Where I went 
and what I did would be devoid of either meaning or 
hope. 

Nor did anybody else mention the immediate future. 
Dr. Williams’ offer to have me stay on at the hospital 
was not repeated. John F. Simpson’s iron-clad attitude 
was unaltered. Janice, I supposed, had learned her les¬ 
son. At any rate, I had. We kept out of each other’s hair, 
confining conversation to impersonal topics. 

Only one thing was accomplished. The campaign was 
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coming to a victorious end. The goal was in sight and in 
two or three weeks I would be finished, ready to leave. 
But my sole reward would be the knowledge of a job 
well done. Who can eat and live on that? 

The end of the month brought a grim foretaste of what 
was to come. It was time for me to move from my apart¬ 
ment into the drab rooming house where I would eke 
out the remainder of my stay in Bella Vista. 

In the disordered living room, open suitcases stared 
vacantly while I listlessly emptied bureau drawers, pil¬ 
ing shirts, shorts and clothing on the bed. Handkerchiefs 
and ties slipped from my grasp and fell unheeded on the 
floor. After-shave lotion leaked from an insecurely closed 
bottle. I stood in the shambles wondering what my next 
move should be. I was so preoccupied I did not hear 
the door open. 

“My, what a mess! Is this where you were trying to 
lure me? Doesn’t look much like a den of vice. Or don't 
you like neat girls?” 

I could not believe my ears or my eyes. 

Fitz stood on the threshold surveying the disorder 
with a smile. 

In that instant my heart leaped with joy, only to sink 
like lead a moment later. No, she could be here only out 
of pity, or simple politeness; she was making a final ges¬ 
ture which further emphasized the enormity of my loss. 

“Here, let me help you.” 

She pushed past me and with quick magic began to 
bring order out of chaos, tucking things into places I was 
sure they would not fit, snugly packing the empty suit¬ 
cases. 

“Fitz,” I said, “I want you to know something.” 

She continued blithely to org anic and pack, paying 
me no attention. 

I know it’s hard to believe, after everything that’s hap¬ 
pened,” I said. But—I love you, Fitz. I’ve loved you all 
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tViic time, without knowing it at first and later without 
the courage to admit it. I was confused. You see, I had 
been carrying around Janice in my heart for years. It was 
hard for me to break the habit. If I had recognized my 
feelings for you earlier, I would have told you ... Now, 
it’s too late. Still, I want you to know I love you darling, 
and I always will.” 

She worked away silently. Painfully, I continued. 

“About Janice, I know what you think. But it’s not true. 

I had nothing to do with her trouble. I can t tell you the 
whole story. But believe me, dearest, things were not the 
way they looked.” 

Her eyes were moist. She straightened up and faced 
me. “I know. Dr. Williams told me. Not everything, but 
enough to make it plain you weren’t involved.” 

Involuntarily, I started toward her. Then the ghastly 
realization of the futility of my desires seemed to lock 
my feet, to bind my arms to my side. I shook my head. 

“It’s too late," I said, low-voiced. “There’s been a little 
trouble between me and my firm. I don’t have a job, or 
any prospects. I can offer you nothing. I don t even know 
how I can support myself.” 

“What do I care about prospects?” she asked “Bob— 
don’t you know that I love you?” 

I was too choked to reply. I shut my eyes because I 
could not bear to see her trembling lips and her out¬ 
stretched, appealing arms. 

“I have a job,” she said. “If it came to that, I could 
support us both. Bob. But it won’t be necessary. When 
you add your salary to mine, it will come to a nice sum. 

She was half-laughing, half-crying when I looked 
again at her. 

“Dr. Williams asked me to tell you that your new of¬ 
fice is waiting for you. The furniture includes a long¬ 
term lease, they said. Here’s the key.” 
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It fell from her hand to the floor as I pulled her into 
my arms and hungrily sought her lips. 

We do not live in the luxury, split-level part of Bella 
Vista, and our home is neither fancy nor fashionable. But 
it's ours—or will be in nineteen years, five months and 
four days, after I clean up the mortgage I took out with 
Pollard's bank. 

A few days before I closed the deal, we had a con¬ 
tractor come out to go over everything from the slate roof 
to the fieldstone foundation. 

“You won't go wrong here, Bob," he said. “Frankly, al¬ 
though I've done fine, building and selling expensive 
ranch-type homes, when it comes to comfortable living 
I'd take this place every time. You simply can't get the 
workmanship or the material nowadays that they used to 
put into dwellings—not unless you want to spend astro¬ 
nomical sums. It's solid and comfortable. It has—well, I 
guess you could say that it has built-in honesty—integrity. 
And that isn't a bad thing to have—either in a home or 
in the folks who live in it.” 

Maybe it was that last remark that made both Fitz 
and me decide then and there that this house was ours. 

A solid, comfortable affair, with room enough for a 
couple of kids, and a yard with apple and cherry trees 
under which they can play. 

We both like that idea. We're working on it now. 

We like to do a bit of entertaining. Sometimes Jack 
Pritchet comes over with his wife, usually accompanied 
by the Blackmans. Funny thing, the two women get 
along famously. 

But our most frequent visitor is Bill Baxter. After he 
got out of the hospital and his father died, the boy 
seemed healthy enough in the head but was at loose 
ends. We fixed that by introducing him to Polly Perkins 
in our parlor one night. They are married now, but the 
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doctors at Community Hospital still can’t do without her. 
So Bill has taken up his anthropological studies again 
to keep himself busy while she’s working. 

Not me. I’m not interested in things past. I’m con¬ 
cerned only with Fitz and our future. Both look pretty 
good. 


THE END 
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BOB JENNINGS 
g HAD A NAKED DRIVE 
FOR POWER AND MONEY... 

! THE BELLA VISTA WOMEN 
HAD NAKED DRIVES OF THEIR OWN!... 

After years of Big Town living and loving, Bob Jennings 
returned home to Bella Vista to aid in the big charity 
drive. He expected to find the same middle-class, smug 
community he had left behind, but his senses, sharp¬ 
ened by years of experience and experimentation, con¬ 
veyed a zestful, tangy difference: the willing girls he 
had known had become more-than-willing, tantalizing, 
eager women, in search of love-on-the-run. 

And all of them-from Janice Caulfield, his childhood 
sweetheart, and now the wife of the most important 
man in town, to newcomer Martha Pollard, the big 
banker's latest darling-offered a "reciprocal arrange¬ 
ment": he could make good with the big-moneyed men 
by being better with their women. 

A BRUTALLY FRANK NOVEL THAT DEALS 
WITH THE SPECIAL BREED OF FUND-RAISERS 
SPAWNED IN THE RAT-RACE ERA! 
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PROFESSIONAL FUND-RAISER • PROFESSIONAL LOVER 











